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1..   Buii lldiing  Brr iidges  
In literature, most authors are better at devising a plausible Hell than creating a flawless Heaven. In 
the words of Margaret Atwood, this is perhaps because ‘(…) as had already been discovered in 
literary utopias, perfectibility breaks on the rock of dissent.’ (Atwood, “Everybody is happy now”, 
2007). The literary dystopia turns the perfectibility of utopia on its head and remains critically 
concerned with both the plausible Hells and the flawless Heavens of our present and our future. 
The dystopia’s social dreaming is therefore often turned into a critical social dreaming that depicts a 
nightmarish vision of the author’s contemporary society. It is this literary dystopia that provides the 
framework for this dissertation.  
Inspired by the Utopian Studies Society’s 9th International Conference in Ireland July 2008, 
whose conference theme was entitled ‘Bridges to Utopia’, this dissertation writes itself into this 
theme as well as into this particular field of research, namely utopianism. In the following pages, I 
will bridge the gap in time, literature and history to establish the historical articulation of dystopian 
fiction and its contemporary realisation. More specifically, I propose a close reading of Margaret 
Atwood’s novel Oryx and Crake (2003) in comparison with Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932) 
and Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels Book IV: A Voyage to the Country of the Houyhnhnms (1726).  
Much literary analysis has already been and is still being conducted in relation to Oryx and Crake. 
Just to mention the most recent ones, two very diverse papers on Oryx and Crake were presented at 
the Utopian Studies Conference 2008. The first paper was concerned with the lack of Indians in 
Canadian fiction (Haiven, “It’s 20XX, But Where Are All The Indians?”, 2008), and the second 
discussed Oryx and Crake as a satire and critical dystopia (Goodman, “Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and 
Crake: A Postmodern Utopian Signifier”, 2008). In Swift’s and Huxley’s case, critics have analysed 
these novels to bits and pieces, as they both constitute an essential part of the English literary canon. 
In fact, Margaret Atwood herself has recently written an article concerned with Huxley’s Brave New 
World, within which she identifies a similar intertextuality with Swift, and where she employs a 
comparable analytical approach to the one I will apply here. She writes:  
 
As a literary construct, Brave New World thus has a long list of literary ancestors. 
Plato’s Republic and the Bible’s Book of Revelations and the myth of Atlantis are 
the great-great-grandparents of the form; nearer in time are More’s Utopia, and 
the land of the talking-horse, totally rational Houyhnhnms in Jonathan Swift’s 
Gulliver’s Travels, (…). (Atwood, “Everybody is happy now”, 2007). 
 
In regard to Oryx and Crake, the particular juxtaposition with these two novels by Swift and 
Huxley remains largely undiscovered and can identify interesting patterns of textual ornaments and 
literary allusions in this recent novel. These literary ancestors can signal a deeper understanding of 
 2 
the dystopian genre and of course of these remarkable works of literature. In the article ‘The End Is 
Near’, literary critic Richard A. Posner briefly situates Atwood’s text among its literary predecessors. 
He suggests a resemblance with Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four in the ‘pleebs’, who are like Orwell’s 
‘proles’, Atwood’s villain Crake, who resembles O’Brien and her hero Snowman, who has a likeness 
with Winston Smith. Another literary debt goes to Huxley’s Brave New World, where Posner 
mentions ‘(…) the idea of social control through pharmaceutical and genetic interventions (…).’ 
(Posner, 2003:31). He also notes the similarity with Gulliver’s Travels, especially the tour of the 
scientific institute of Laputa in Book III, and finally Oryx and Crake’s main character Snowman’s 
likeness to Robinson Crusoe. Another critic, Joyce Carol Oates indicates the character Crake as a 
‘credible descendant of Mary Shelley’s Dr. Frankenstein’ (Oates, 2006:20), and as Oryx and Crake’s 
main literary legacy, Oates writes that the ‘(…) literary predecessors run from Jonathan Swift’s 
Gulliver’s Travels (“The Voyage to Laputa”) to Huxley’s Brave New World.’ (Oates, 2006:20).  
As other critics have already touched upon in passing, the use of intertextuality in this novel is 
striking, and the contribution to the dystopian tradition seems apparent in the novel’s voice as a part 
of a ‘dystopian dialogue’. Needing to delimit the scope of the textual analysis, the novels of Swift 
and Huxley will form the main body of comparison, which makes it possible to provide a narrower 
and richer textual understanding of Oryx and Crake. By building bridges to these other brave new 
worlds, I will take a glance at this dystopian narrative’s historical heritage and consider its 
contemporary achievement.  
 
1.1 Paving the Way  
What conditions these possibilities of reference is the fact that Atwood cultivates the same ideas and 
issues as Swift and Huxley did in their day and age. Swift satirised human nature and the Age of 
Reason; Huxley’s cloning factory with babies on conveyer belts had eugenics, cloning and mass-
production central to its social critique. These topoi are recurrent in Atwood’s Oryx and Crake, where 
they are extrapolated even further as they are attuned to contemporary society. By the same token, it 
is not the first time Atwood has been motivated by intertextuality. According to the author herself, 
her other dystopian novel, The Handmaid’s Tale (1986) has similarities with Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-
Four. The frame story in The Handmaid’s Tale, where a researcher of a future generation reflects on 
‘problems of authentication’ is for instance based on Orwell’s Appendix in Nineteen Eighty-Four1 
(Milner, 2005:3).  
                                                
1 In fact, Atwood claims that Orwell’s Appendix should be read as an optimistic element of an alternative future voicing 
the end of the totalitarian regime of Big Brother (Atwood, 2004:516).  
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But what is the reason for these literary echoes and textual allusions? Primarily, it is an 
opportunity to appreciate literature as dialogue. By further developing and enriching the themes or 
troublesome questions of the great works of others, literature engages in a dialogue with history, 
with other literary texts and with time. So identifying the intertextuality of a novel helps to 
understand the central problems and ideas the novel seeks to infer as well as grasping the novel’s 
potential for plurality and sense of tradition. 
Utopianism and in particular the dystopian subgenre provides the overall theoretical context for 
the analysis. As a contribution to the field of literary studies as well as Utopian Studies, the analysis 
seeks to map out the intertextual correspondences in the novel and to understand the novel’s voice 
in the dystopian dialogue with former texts. The wonderful thing about dystopian fiction is its ability 
to convey social criticism, which offers literature as a player in identifying and articulating social 
problems in contemporary societies. Atwood has identified some of the most essential questions 
that dystopian narratives deal with: 
 
Utopias and dystopias from Plato’s Republic on have had to cover the same 
basic ground that real societies do. All must answer the same questions: where 
do people live, what do they eat, what do they wear, what do they do about sex 
and child-rearing? Who has the power, who does the work, how do citizens 
relate to nature, and how does the economy function? (Atwood, “Everybody is 
happy now”, 2007). 
 
These questions will help demonstrate the textual mechanisms in Oryx and Crake and place it in its 
social and historical context. Moreover, these questions suggest that current social and political 
positions wrestle as the dystopian dialogue expresses and represses different voices within society. 
Within the theoretical aim of utopianism, two keywords are especially important: ‘critical 
dystopia’ and ‘estrangement’. The critical dystopia is a subgenre of dystopia. Primarily identified by 
Utopian Studies researcher Tom Moylan, the critical dystopia can, in my opinion, be relevant when 
considering the genre of Oryx and Crake. Estrangement is a fundamental part of science fiction and 
of course also dystopian fiction as it determines the way in which the fictional material is presented 
and the impact of the read on the reader. Both concepts will be further developed in the next 
chapter. It is sufficient to mention here that the etymology of these two concepts broken down into 
four bits has a fundamental bearing on the choice of the analytical elements. 
In the dissertation, the analytical bridge is constructed on the basis of four bridge piers. The 
dissertation will therefore make four stopovers at each of these bridge piers to face the essentials of 
the analytical study of Oryx and Crake and its intertextual dialogue with the two classics Brave New 
World and Gulliver’s Travels (Book IV). Founded on the results of these four bridge piers, I will discuss 
the following main question.  
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The four bridge piers will be established on the etymology of ‘critical dystopia’ and ‘estrangement’, 
and will be centred around: 1/the main character, 2/the setting and literary theme, 3/the social 
criticism and 4/the narratology. On the basis of these four stopovers, four methodological questions 
will help steer the analysis to its conclusions: 
1. How does the main character display a dysfunctional behaviour, and how is the motif of 
alienation expressed in the novel? 
2. How does the setting offer itself as a cultural critique and how does the literary theme of sex, 
love and procreation help illustrate this?  
3. How does the novels’ contrasting levels of reality engage in a critical discussion of human 
nature, and how can Atwood’s text be viewed as a ‘critical dystopia’? 
4. What effect does the narrative order have and how is language and memory essential to the 
counter-narrative? 
 
1.2 A Motivational Cross-over 
With a heartfelt interest in dystopian fiction, literature as well as film, the choice for this dissertation 
was easily made. In a previous assignment, I have looked into the utopian/dystopian aspects of 
Margaret Atwood’s other dystopian novel The Handmaid's Tale, where I received a short initiation to 
the vast field of utopianism. For this dissertation, I had the fortunate possibility to immerge myself 
in many literary dystopias before settling on Atwood’s Oryx and Crake. It also dawned on me that it 
is a vast field of research outside the confines of the Danish academic world and conferences are in 
fact held annually. For instance, the Utopian Studies Society, at whose conference I presented a 
paper on parts of this dissertation in July 2008. Finally, it appears to be a field that touches upon 
current social and cultural problems and, as such, it adds another aspect to literary studies as it gains 
relevance within the wider picture of the world and its inhabitants. In short, speculating about the 
future, in dreams or nightmares, appeals strongly to many people across the world and the current 
dystopian prosperity in film, music as well as literature has certainly sparked my interest. 
 
How does Oryx and Crake  engage with the social dreaming of Brave New 
World  and Gull iver ’ s  Trave ls  (Book IV)  and what is the effect of this? 
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1.3 Oryx and Crake  – an Appetizer  
The novel Oryx and Crake is a complex generic hybrid with strong dystopian elements. Its 
nightmarish vision is instigated by a corporate profit-making system, within which uncontrolled 
technological advancements make society a victim of its own constructions and its consumerist 
fever. As corporations have taken over the hegemonic role of the nation state, it is not a 
government or a powerful party that is the enemy here, but rather it is profit-hungry corporations.  
Through a very abrupt and violent transformation, human nature in Oryx and Crake undergoes a 
radical makeover in the creation of a new humanoid species. These genetically modified humanoids 
are created as a means to counter the ills of human nature. Paradoxically the transformation takes 
place by means of these ills: murder as a result of jealousy and anger. So the main character Jimmy 
kills his best friend Crake, because Crake has just slit the throat of the woman Oryx they are both in 
love with. In the novel, Crake is the villain and master mind behind a radical plan to wipe out the 
entire human race and leave the world to his ‘Paradice models’: these humanoid creatures spliced 
together by different animal and human DNA. Jimmy calls them ‘the Crakers’, seeing how Crake is 
their creator. As the apparently last man on earth after a violent bio-terrorist attack initiated by 
Crake and partly endorsed by Jimmy himself, Jimmy is charged with the well-being and survival of 
the Crakers and he leads them to a place in a forest, near a lake where they settle down in this post-
apocalyptic setting.  
As we enter the story in medias res, Jimmy has turned himself into Snowman, the ‘Abominable 
Snowman’, and the narrative is henceforth a two-levelled construction between Snowman’s present 
problems of survival in the new world, including a short voyage on foot in search of food and vital 
necessities, and his memories of his past as Jimmy, ranging from his childhood in the corporate 
dominated world up until the disastrous event and the quasi-end of the human race. 
 
1.4 Intertextuality and Literary Devices 
As a way of approaching texts, intertextuality constitutes a method within literary theory that helps 
to pinpoint new and interesting analyses and substantiate interpretations. The concept appears 
especially relevant in regard to postmodern novels, which often engage with other texts, whether 
literary, scientific or otherwise and mix genres or draw on particular styles in their literary 
construction. Highlighting intertextuality can be a means of sparking the cultural debate within the 
text, and I will use it as my analytical approach partly because I believe Oryx and Crake can be read as 
a postmodern novel and partly because it offers an interesting way into the underlying discourses, 
the potential plurality of the novel as well as the fact that intertextuality can help accentuate 
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significant meanings and general ideas of the novel. I will briefly introduce the complex and rather 
disputed definition(s) of the concept as well as provide a short definition of two literary devices: 
‘satire’ and ‘irony’. 
 
Intertextuality  
Intertextuality is a widely used but also diversely defined term in critical literary theory. Initially, it 
was the Bulgarian-French critical theorist Julia Kristeva, who coined the term in the 1960s. To 
Kristeva, intertextuality was not as much a textual analytical method as it was a philosophical or 
psychological concept. On the basis of Bakhtin’s polyphonous novel and heteroglossia, Kristeva 
maintained that the human being is nothing more than an ‘(…) intersection of pre-existent 
discourses. It is not we who create texts; instead, we are created by them.’ (Schmitz, 2007:78). 
However, Kristeva also saw intertextuality as a relevant concept with regard to literary texts, where 
she argued that a text should be understood ‘(…) as a “mosaic of quotations”’ (Schmitz, 2007:78). 
Julia Kristeva coined the term in a period where structuralism was being disputed with what was 
later identified as poststructuralism. However, the term gained access to both diverging schools of 
thought. Where structuralists used the term to locate and fix literary meaning, post-structuralists saw 
it as ‘(…) an attempt to disrupt notions of stable meaning and objective interpretation.’ (Allen, 
2000:3). This exemplifies rather well the flexibility of the concept. 
According to lecturer in literary theory, Graham Allen, literary works are constructed on the 
basis of systems, codes and traditions already installed by previous literary works. Moreover, ‘The 
systems, codes and traditions of other art forms and of culture in general are also crucial to the 
meaning of a work of literature.’ (Allen, 2000:1). Allen argues that the act of reading and interpreting 
a text becomes an act of moving between texts. Meaning comes to exist between the independent 
text and the other texts to which it alludes and refers. ‘The text becomes the intertext.’ (Allen, 
2000:1). This is the foundation for considering intertextuality in connection with literary texts.  
A text only has significance when it is analysed on a higher level than simply that of its literal 
meaning. According to the French literary critic and structuralist Michael Riffaterre, this implies that 
the text offers more than the literal meaning of its utterances, and only when the text is decoded and 
understood as a signifier can the full sense of the text be revealed (Schmitz, 2007:80). The literal 
meaning of the text requires only linguistic competence, where the ‘signifier’ meaning requires 
literary competence. On this higher level, allusions to other texts, in other words ‘the intertext’, can 
 7 
function as the symbol or the cliché of an underlying idea that is articulated by the text, but not 
mentioned explicitly.2  
Intertextuality can also be seen as a way of seizing the characteristics of for instance a part of 
society or even a historical period. Today, many cultural and literary theorists have established our 
current period as Postmodern. ‘As a cultural and historical term, this [Postmodernism] is often 
associated with notions of pastiche, imitation and the mixing of already established styles and 
practices.’ (Allen, 2000:5). From this postmodern point of view, intertextuality establishes an 
impossibility of originality and emphasises the fact that everything is built on something else, 
constructed from bits and pieces of already existent material. In the words of Umberto Eco who 
wrote the wonderful and highly intertextual novel The Name of the Rose, ‘(…) books always speak of 
other books, and every story tells a story that has already been told…’ (Umberto Eco quoted in 
Allen, 2000:194). In its essence, ‘(…) intertextuality reminds us that all texts are potentially plural, 
reversible, open to the reader’s own presuppositions, lacking in clear and defined boundaries, and 
always involved in the expression or repression of the dialogic ‘voices’ which exist within society.’ 
(Allen, 2000:209). 
In this dissertation, intertextuality has inspired the analytical method and will function as the 
underlying presupposition for perceiving the comparative elements between the novels and for 
considering the effect of this intertextuality. As such, intertextuality forms the epistemological 
method and I will thus not discuss its further philosophical or psychological implications. I will be 
dealing with intertextuality in the textual analysis by considering allusion, references and literary 
echoes as these are voiced as part of the ‘dystopian dialogue’, but it will be on the premise of the 
text, not the author. Furthermore, I will look at the way the text uses other intertexts to convey its 
ideas and meanings. This is precisely where I see literature as a dialogue and where Atwood’s text 
situates its sense of tradition as a voice or answering part in the dystopian dialogue. I do not adhere 
to the structuralist point of view that seeks to fix the meanings of the text; rather I see this analytical 
investigation as one possible interpretation of Oryx and Crake. In fact, I like to think of the text as 
both a mosaic and a palimpsest, ambiguous and left open to the interpretation of the reader.  
 
Two Literary Devices: Satire and Irony 
One of the functions of dystopian fiction is to convey a cultural or social critique, and the literary 
device of satire and irony used in the text can illustrate and help carry out this critique. In order to 
                                                
2 Criticism has been raised to Riffaterre’s notion of intertextuality, such as the problem of the reader’s implied literary 
competence which Riffaterre believes can be dismissed by the notion of what he terms ‘sociolect’. However, a thorough 
discussion of this criticism lies outside the scope of this dissertation (For a further discussion see Allen, 2000:125-132). 
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better grasp the difference between these two concepts and to facilitate the analysis on this basis, the 
terms will be defined in short. 
Satire is the art of turning a subject to ridicule by means of diminishing or derogating it and at 
the same time stimulating amusement, contempt or indignation towards the subject. Satire then uses 
laughter as a weapon, not as an end in itself. The target of satire can be varied and is something that 
exists outside the text. It can be an individual, a type of person, a class, an institution, a nation and 
even the entire human race. Of the latter, the most famous example is Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s 
Travels Book IV (Abrams, 2005:285).  
Irony in its general term signifies hiding what is actually the case in order to achieve special 
rhetorical or artistic effects (Abrams, 2005:142). A distinction can be made between ‘verbal irony’ 
and ‘structural irony’. Verbal irony is a statement that supposedly conveys one thing, while the 
speaker intends it to mean something completely different. There are clues to ironic counter-
meanings of the literal statement in texts, but sometimes these can be very subtle and difficult to 
infer. This is why verbal irony by an author ‘(…) tends to convey an implicit compliment to the 
intelligence of readers, who are invited to associate themselves with the author and the knowing 
minority who are not taken in by the ostensible meaning.’ (Abrams, 2005:142). Structural irony is 
when the author chooses to introduce a certain structural feature that implies an overall double 
meaning or evaluation throughout the work. One such device is the ‘naïve hero’, where the hero 
continues to give his own interpretations on the state of affairs, which the knowing reader sees 
through and that the reader, through the text, is made to change and correct. Of such a structural 
device is ‘(…) Swifts’ stubbornly credulous Gulliver (…)’ (Abrams, 2005:143). Sarcasm, which in 
common speech is sometimes confused with irony, should be delimited to talk of apparent praise, 
when dispraise is really what is meant. 
 
1.5 Building Blocks – a Concrete Structure 
Turning to the building blocks of the dissertation, I will briefly outline its concrete structure and 
cemented content. In the next chapter concerned with theoretical and methodological 
considerations, I will provide the reader with an introduction to the research field of utopianism. 
Emphasising the concept of the ‘critical dystopia’ and the notion of ‘estrangement’, I will establish 
the theoretical background for the analysis. Furthermore, the etymologies of these two concepts 
form the foundation of each of the four bridge piers in the analysis and a more explicit explanation 
will be given as to this methodological reflection. Moreover, I will outline the theory of alienation as 
an encounter between reality and utopia based on the sociologist Halim Barakat’s reflections on this 
matter.  
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With Atwood’s novel Oryx and Crake as the core of the analysis, Swift’s and Huxley’s classics 
will be drawn in to exemplify the many intertextual references, which will trace the dystopian 
dialogue and the continuing and perhaps answering voice in Oryx and Crake. I will refer to the novel 
Gulliver’s Travels in general, even though I have chosen mainly to consider Book IV: A Voyage to the 
Country of the Houyhnhnms. The most obvious link between Oryx and Crake is perhaps Book III of 
Gulliver’s Travels where Gulliver visits the scientific institute of Laputa, as has already been identified 
by some critics. However, the choice of mainly considering the book where Gulliver visits the over-
rational horses has been made on account of Book IV being the most dystopian of the four books in 
Gulliver’s Travels. As such, it stresses a satire on the entire human race, which I find interesting to 
compare with the radical transformation of human nature in Atwood’s Oryx and Crake. Furthermore, 
Brave New World constitutes the second intertext because it embeds the satire of technological 
progress and eugenics and the theme of scientific progress is then covered by this intertext instead 
of Gulliver’s Travels Book III. 
Many other interesting intertexts than the ones I have chosen to focus on can be listed, but due 
to the scope of the dissertation, references to other literary works will only be presented in passing. 
Finally, the discussion will sum up the results retrieved in the analysis as these opens up for new 
perspectives and discussions of the use of intertextuality as a method, the utopian/dystopian genre 
as well as Atwood’s novel as a literary achievement. 
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2..   Metthodollogii call   and  Theorr ett ii call   Aqueductt s  
In order to cross over from the theoretical riverbank to the analytical one, methodological and 
theoretical reflexions are needed to provide the necessary overarching pathways. In this chapter, I 
will give a short introduction to the utopian genre and especially its subgenre dystopia. In addition, a 
short account of the alienation process as defined in the encounter between utopia and reality will 
be outlined, and finally, the chapter will come full circle as I return to the etymology of the key 
theoretical concepts of ‘critical dystopia’ and ‘estrangement’. With these two concepts, I will account 
for the methodological reflections that precede the choices of my analytical investigation, thus 
leading the way into the analysis in the following chapter. 
 
2.1 ‘Topia’ – Understanding a Genre 
The research field related to literary utopias and dystopias is included under the umbrella term 
‘utopianism’, which emerged as a genuine academic field in the 1960s. It encompasses a highly 
diverse subject area and includes academic disciplines ranging from literary studies, sociology, 
political science, history, archaeology, philosophy, architecture etc. Professor and Utopian Studies 
researcher, Tom Moylan, has established a historical overview of the field in his book Scraps of the 
Untainted Sky (2000) and more recently, several of the researchers within the field have published the 
first volume in five concerning varied topics within utopianism. The first volume is entitled Utopia 
Method Vision (2007) and seeks to understand utopia as a method by looking at the use value of 
social dreaming and providing the history of each individual researcher’s initiation to the field. The 
following theoretical explanation will primarily be based on these two theoretical and 
methodological entries into the field. But first I will provide a short overview of the three major 
genre definitions in utopianism, namely utopia, dystopia and anti-utopia. 
2.1.1 Utopia, Dystopia and Anti-Utopia 
Initially, Renaissance humanist Thomas More introduced the term ‘utopia’ with his famous and 
controversial work of the same name from 1516. Common to many utopias, as well as the one by 
More, is the fact that they represent an ideal state or an ideal place seen through the eyes of a 
venturesome traveller coming to a distant country. The ‘elsewhere’, or the ‘other place’, is therefore 
essential to utopian literature. Professor of Political Science and researcher in Utopian Studies, 
Lyman Tower Sargent, was the first to actually seek a definition for the genre of utopia and he did 
this in his article ‘Utopia – the Problem of Definition’ (1975) by means of its etymology (Moylan, 
2000:71). The first syllable in ‘u-topia’ is wordplay on ‘u’, which means ‘non-existent’, and ‘eu’, 
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which means ‘good’ and denotes therefore a ‘non-existent good place’. The second part of the word 
is ‘topia’, inferred from ‘topos’, which means ‘place’ and this is exactly what utopian fiction 
describes. The ‘topos’ is what locates the utopian text spatially and temporally, and it is of great 
importance as it functions as the corresponding element between the imagined world and history 
(Moylan, 2000:72). In a new imagined social space, we find the possibility of seeing the world in a 
different light, where old paradigms and patterns can be broken and viewed in new ways. ‘By 
offering spaces for the exploration of ideas, utopias offer spaces in which new paradigms can be 
developed, explored, and inhabited.’ (Moylan & Baccolini, 2007:39). 
The other ‘topia’ that often goes hand in hand with utopia has been added the prefix ‘dys’, 
which in Greek means ‘difficult’ or ‘bad’. Accordingly, ‘dystopia’ signifies a ‘bad place’ and is often 
understood as the opposite of utopia. Within the literary genre, it has more recently come to apply 
to works of literature that establishes an imagined state or place within which everything is 
unpleasant or bad, where ‘(…) ominous tendencies of our present social, political, and technological 
order are projected into a disastrous future culmination.’ (Abrams, 2005:337). 
But the umbrella term utopianism covers in fact one more ‘topia’, namely anti-utopia. As 
distinct from the dystopia, the notion of anti-utopia comprises the large class of books that ‘are 
directed against Utopia and utopian thought’ (Moylan, 2000:72). These three terms, utopia, dystopia 
and anti-utopia, can then be joined together to describe works of literature that combine these 
definitions in one way or another. Especially the dystopian genre, which is an open genre, has this 
possibility. Moylan explains that some dystopian narratives have a utopian horizon and can therefore 
be termed ‘utopian dystopias’. Other dystopias have a full-fledged anti-utopian outlook, which 
means that they offer no solution or alternative to the dystopian setting and these can be termed 
‘anti-utopian dystopias’. (Moylan, 2000:xiii).  
 
(…) the judgment of utopian or dystopian quality [is] up to the reader or critic 
who undoubtedly works from a particular standpoint (with particular 
affiliations and principles) in order to decide whether a given fictive society is 
better or worse than the author’s or the reader/critic’s. (Moylan, 2000:155). 
 
The definition of a work of fiction as utopia, dystopia, anti-utopia or a combination of these is really 
to be assessed by the reader, and this is where the reader’s and the author’s social reality comes into 
effect. 
 
2.2 Critical Utopia and Critical Dystopia 
Adding to the reservoir of generic definitions, Sargent, Moylan and others have established the 
terms ‘critical utopia’ and ‘critical dystopia’. Moylan argues that these two definitions within the 
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utopian genre are historically founded. So the ‘critical utopias’ emerged primarily in the 1960s and 
1970s, and the ‘critical dystopias’ came into being during the 1980s and 1990s. I will give a short 
introduction to the critical utopia as it forms the foundation for the later emerging critical dystopia. 
2.2.1 Critical Utopia and Social Dreaming 
In the article ‘The Three Faces of Utopianism Revisited’, published in Utopian Studies (1994), Lyman 
Tower Sargent determines the specific definitions of the various textual forms that exist within the 
genre of literary utopias. This was where the ‘critical utopia’ came to be defined for the first time as 
a specific subgenre of utopia. He defined it this way: 
 
Critical utopia – a non-existent society described in considerable detail and 
normally located in time and space that the author intended a 
contemporaneous reader to view as better than contemporary society but with 
difficult problems that the described society may or may not be able to solve 
and which takes a critical view of the utopian genre. (Lyman Tower Sargent 
Three Faces in Moylan, 2000:74). 
 
Sargent also made the observation that most utopian fiction derives from a double mechanism that 
has two contradictory functions. It mirrors discontent in a negative way, thereby criticising 
contemporary society and it offers a device for testing hypotheses in a positive way, thereby 
suggesting alternatives to the present reality. More precisely, Sargent claims that utopianism is 
essentially social dreaming, but it is a social dreaming that designates the dreams and nightmares 
related to how people or groups of people manage their lives. It normally dreams up a very different 
society from the one in which the dreamers live. (Lyman Tower Sargent Three Faces Revisited in 
Moylan, 2000:74). 
2.2.2 The Critical Dystopia  
The generic label ‘critical dystopia’ is in particular applied to those novels that emerged in the late 
1980s and 1990s, as they function in the same way as their forerunners, the critical utopias, did. The 
critical dystopia maintains hope inside its pages as opposed to the classical dystopia where hope, if 
there at all, is outside its pages. The critical dystopia’s hope often consists of an imagined enclave 
who resists the dystopian world and they often contain an ambiguous open ending that resists 
closure. (Moylan & Baccolini, 2007:14).  
Moylan argues that the utopias of the 1960s and 1970s carried out a transformation of utopian 
writing, within which they negated the anti-utopian tendency. They combined the good and the bad 
place in a production of texts that dealt with their contemporary present and what could be changed 
in it. At the same time, they also dealt with the way the textual work in a self-reflexive way was able 
to formulate its political manifestation. Similarly, the critical dystopias of the 1980s and 1990s 
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applied the same kind of intertextual intervention. They ‘(…) negate the negation of the critical 
utopian moment and thus make room for another manifestation of the utopian imagination within 
the dystopias form.’ (Moylan, 2000:195). The critical dystopias then engage in an interrogation with 
both the society and their generic predecessors.   
In a turn of self-reflexion, these critical dystopias refuse the anti-utopian temptation that lies 
implicit in the dystopian genre. This means that they move between the necessary pessimism that a 
dystopian account must contain and at the same time offer a utopian implication that is open and 
militant (Moylan, 2000:195). Professor in English and Utopian Studies researcher, Raffaella 
Baccolini agrees with Moylan that within the critical dystopia there is a rejection of the tendency in 
dystopian fiction to become completely anti-utopian and the open endings thereby maintain this 
utopian impulse. Baccolini has carried out studies on several feminist writers, among others 
Margaret Atwood, and she has labelled Atwood’s first dystopian novel The Handmaid’s Tale within 
this generic subgenre of critical dystopia (Baccolini, “Finding Utopia in Dystopia” in Moylan & 
Baccolini, 2007:165). However, Moylan sees this particular Atwood novel as a predecessor to this 
generic term, as he classifies the novel as a classic dystopia (Moylan, 2000:105). This shows that the 
classification of novels in terms of literary genre is disputable and essentially lies in the eye of the 
beholder. 
 
Open-Endings and Genre Blurring 
Considering the critical dystopia in more detail, it has the ability to display, implicitly or explicitly, a 
utopian angle or horizon in the text, and this utopian perspective is not overshadowed by the anti-
utopian pessimism intrinsic to the dystopian genre. As the critical dystopias are engaged both 
culturally and politically, it is not simply a matter of mirroring the optimism of the utopian 
expression of the 1970s. The critical dystopias also make a stand against the hegemonic Anti-Utopia, 
and ‘(…) they tend to express an emancipatory, militant, critical utopian position.’ (Moylan, 
2000:199). 
The open and ambiguous endings in critical dystopias are not necessarily happy endings; in fact 
the main character’s growing awareness and responsibility is often accompanied by a sense of 
sadness.  ‘Instead of an easily compensatory and comforting happy ending, these critical dystopias’ 
open endings leave their protagonists dealing with their choices and responsibilities – another radical 
element that contributes to the creation of the text’s utopian horizon.’ (Baccolini, “Finding Utopia 
in Dystopia” in Moylan & Baccolini, 2007:165). By using these open-ended means, the critical 
dystopias teach their readers about their present society and suggest ways in which the texts can help 
find new ways to change it. The critical dystopia will therefore enable readers to form a critical 
capacity, and in this way, readers will be informed, challenged and engaged in those perspectives of 
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their own world that ‘(…) deny or inhibit the further emancipation of humanity.’ (Moylan, 
2000:199). 
According to Baccolini, critical dystopias are also genre blurring, which appears to be one of the 
formal elements in critical dystopian fiction. By means of borrowing conventions from other genres 
outside utopia, for example the gothic novel, the castaway narrative etc., the critical dystopia will 
blur the definitions of the dystopian genre itself. This increases the possibility for critical expression 
in that it becomes a formal strategy for producing open texts. It appears somewhat paradoxical that 
by labelling a literary work as a critical dystopia, which employs the fundamental element of genre 
blurring, we are supposedly closing the text into a particular genre. However, the general idea is that 
with genre blurring the text remains open with an embedded potential plurality and so by employing 
conventions from other genres, the critical dystopia will be able to maintain resistance towards the 
hegemonic ideology. Ultimately, the critical dystopia will then function as a renovation of ‘the 
resisting nature of sf [science fiction]’ (Baccolini, “Gender and Genre” quoted in Moylan & 
Baccolini, 2007:166). 
2.2.3 Science Fiction  
As dystopia is often referred to as a subgenre of science fiction, it might prove useful to establish a 
few comments on this particular genre. According to Moylan, science fiction does not simply draw 
on the present reality within which it is written, nor is it only a matter of putting forward a futuristic 
version of the present. ‘(…) serious sf, with all the richness that fiction can muster, pursues a more 
complex engagement that enters into a dialectical negotiation of the historical tension between what 
was, what is, and what is coming to be.’ (Moylan, 2000:25). In fact, science fiction can help us 
understand the present as history and in this respect; it can help us understand what should be 
changed or what elements are worth consideration. Therefore, utopias as well as dystopias stem 
from a discontent with the now and they tell us what is wrong with the present. This implies that it 
is necessary to have an understanding of the author’s and the text’s contemporary reader’s present, 
otherwise it is not possible to understand the social dreaming and the hope or dreams of a better 
future embedded in the text. ‘We need knowledge of their world’s relations of power, distributions 
of wealth, belief systems, and culture. We also need to know about the debates they engage.’ 
(Moylan & Baccolini, 2007:42). Hence, as utopias and dystopias critically examine and creatively 
relate to contemporary political and social themes, they are a way into the debates of their time.  
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2.2.4 Typical Elements in Dystopian Narratives 
To provide a more in-depth categorisation of the genre, I will now turn to look at some of the 
typical elements inherent to dystopian narratives. In detail, this paragraph will focus on the 
protagonist, the setting and narratology. 
 
The Alienated Protagonist 
Most dystopian texts begin in medias res, e.g. Nineteen Eighty-Four, Brave New World, The Handmaid’s 
Tale etc. and neither the protagonist nor the reader needs to travel or dream to get to this elsewhere, 
as we are already there. Dystopias usually have an alienated character that refuses the dominant 
society, and it is precisely this narrative element that establishes the text’s capacity for social critique 
and the ‘utopian anticipation in the dystopian text.’ (Moylan, 2000:147). Typically, dystopian fiction 
is focused on one of the everyday people in society in order to show this particular alienated 
protagonist’s realisation of the oppressive social system. The narrative thus delineates the contours 
of the individual’s experience of this ‘other’ world, while at the same time providing an insight into 
the way the system operates on a more general scale. ‘Crucial to dystopia’s vision in all its 
manifestations is this ability to register the impact of an unseen and unexamined social system on 
the everyday lives of everyday people.’ (Moylan, 2000:xiii).  
 
The Setting 
The setting does not provide the background for the story in dystopian fiction; in fact it rather 
establishes the foreground. Therefore, it is not to be taken for granted as it is the actual driving force 
behind the whole imaginative creation.  
 
(…) before a story can be followed or a character understood, the fictive world 
itself must be indulged in, grasped, learned, and detailed in readers’ own minds 
so that the matter of plot or character can literally make sense. (Moylan, 
2000:5-6). 
 
It follows then that the establishment of the setting is not brought forth in a concentrated briefing 
or an explanatory list of the new reality; instead there is a gradual insight into the pieces of 
information that the text offers on the setting. Thus, the reader can better grasp the new and 
alternative reality as well as the plot and characters of the story. This necessitates of course a certain 
amount of goodwill and interest on the part of the reader. 
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The Counter-Narrative, Language and Memory 
The function of the narrator has a bearing on dystopian narratives. The narrative voice is often 
situated outside the current dystopian narrative and constitutes the existence of a reality outside the 
parameters of the story. According to Raffaella Baccolini, there is a developing counter-narrative in 
the texts as ‘(…) the “dystopian citizen” moves from apparent contentment into an experience of 
alienation that is followed by growing awareness and then action that leads to a climactic event that 
does or does not challenge or change the society.’ (Moylan, 2000:148). Within the text as such, 
Baccolini has argued that dystopian narratives are built up around a narrative of the hegemonic 
order as well as a counter-narrative of resistance. In the text, it is then possible to decipher 
propaganda on the part of the dystopian oppressive society as well as a counter-narrative that resists 
the dystopian society. For instance, in Nineteen Eighty-Four, this is seen in Winston Smith’s diary and 
his job as a modifier of history, where he uses language both as a propagandist element of 
conformism and as a means of individual resistance. The structural strategy in the division between 
the hegemonic narrative and the counter-narrative is often played out as a social and anti-social use 
of language. ‘Throughout the history of dystopian fiction, the conflict of the text has often turned 
on the control of language.’ (Moylan, 2000:148). Moylan also notes that the dystopian protagonist is 
often not allowed to use language, or if so, only as a propaganda tool. However, the counter-
narrative is often carried out precisely by the means of words. The control over ‘(…) language, over 
representation and interpellation, is a crucial weapon and strategy in dystopian resistance.’ (Moylan, 
2000:149). 
Another important element in dystopian fiction, which is linked to language, has to do with the 
power of memory. The main character reappropriates the language and thus reconstitutes the 
memory of what was before. This has a subversive and counter-active force in regard of the 
hegemonic dystopian society. 
 
With the past suppressed and the present reduced to the empirica of daily life, 
dystopian subjects usually lose all recollection of the way things were before 
the new order, but by regaining language they also recover the ability to draw 
on the alternative truths of the past and “speak back” to hegemonic power. 
(Moylan, 2000:149). 
 
In dystopian fiction, memory is often portrayed as nostalgia for an invented golden age, instituted to 
substantiate the hegemonic order. However, the subversive protagonist is often prone to remember 
a suppressed knowledge that looks forward and liberates the protagonist from the official story. It 
also reaffirms that there are alternatives to the hegemonic society and that the protagonist can find 
new and alternative ways of living and knowing the world. (Moylan, 2000:149-150). The utopian 
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enclave is another recurrent motif of resistance in dystopian fiction. It often consists of a group of 
rebellious, exiled people constituting a hope for the future within the narrative. (Moylan, 2000:158). 
 
2.3 Cognitive Estrangement  
Estrangement or cognitive estrangement is another essential element of most science fiction and 
thereby also of critical dystopias. It was first determined as a formal element of science fiction by 
Darko Suvin, who founded it on the basis of the term ‘alienation effect’, launched by the German 
dramatist Bertolt Brecht. Initially, this term ‘alienation effect’ was coined from the Russian formalist 
concept of ‘defamiliarization’. According to Brecht, the effect of estrangement is to make the 
audience feel disconnected from the characters and their actions by making familiar aspects of the 
present social reality appear strange. ‘[Brecht’s] aim was (…) to evoke a critical distance and attitude 
in the spectators, in order to arouse them to take action against, rather than simply to accept, the 
state of society and behavior represented on the stage.’ (Abrams, 2005:5).  
Darko Suvin identified estrangement as the understanding of science fiction as a literary genre. 
Essential to this genre is the interaction between estrangement and cognition, where the basic 
element is an imagined place that is different from the author/reader’s reality. These cognitively 
estranged alternative worlds are fixed in a potentially critical relationship with the empirical reality. 
 
[Science fiction is] “a literary genre whose necessary and sufficient conditions 
are the presence and interaction of estrangement and cognition, and whose 
main formal device is an imaginative framework alternative to the author’s 
empirical environment”.’ (Darko Suvin, Poetics quoted in Moylan, 2000:44).  
 
Moreover, Suvin later on refined his ideas on science fiction as a literary genre by identifying 
another textual mechanism, namely the fictional ‘novum’. The idea is that the textual novum in 
science fiction narratives does not only deal with historical and current issues, but that these texts 
point ‘(…) toward the potential for radically new directions in the latencies of that moment.’ 
(Moylan, 2000:45). According to Moylan, science fiction can potentially create subversive readers, or 
at least readers who engage with the text in order to imagine and co-create the new paradigm of 
society that does not exist as of yet but that delivers a cognitive mapping of what does exist 
(Moylan, 2000:5). 
 
Sf has then the potential, through estrangement and cognitive mapping, to 
move its readers to see the differences of an elsewhere and, in turn, to think 
critically about one’s own world and, possibly, to act upon it to change it. 
(Moylan & Baccolini, 2007:164-165). 
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So the textual estrangement brought on by the narrative helps readers to potentially actively engage 
in a recreation and altering of their own social realities. 
 
2.4 Alienation – the Encounter between Utopia and Reality 
As alienation is an essential element to the subversive main characters of much dystopian fiction, I 
will give a short account of one possible way of viewing the process of alienation, namely as an 
encounter between utopia and reality. Sociologist Halim Barakat has written an article entitled: 
Alienation: A Process of Encounter between Utopia and Reality (1969), where he establishes three stages of 
alienation. The first stage is ‘sources of alienation at the level of the social and normative structures’, 
the second stage is ‘alienation as an attitudinal property of individual persons’ and the third stage is 
‘behavioural consequences of alienation’ (Barakat, 1969:3-4). I will briefly introduce the three stages 
here. 
2.4.1 Sources of Alienation 
Within the first stage, two major classes of alienating sources can be identified. These can be termed 
‘states of over-control’ and ‘states of under-control’. The states of over-control convey ideas of high 
bureaucratisation, and there is a great emphasis on forming individuals in order for them to fit into 
the social system of which they are a part. In particular, the states of over-control can be seen in 
cases of powerlessness, depersonalised relationships and a demand for conformity (Barakat, 1969:4). 
The states of under-control deal with disintegration, permissiveness and lack of restraints. In 
particular there can be disintegration in the interpersonal relations.  
 
The shift is away from the person as a member of a cohesive group and in the 
direction of the person as an isolated individual. Modern societies are 
becoming atomised societies. Individuals are islands and societies are 
archipelagoes. (Barakat, 1969:5-6).  
 
Moreover, in metropolitan areas and urban societies, there is a particular disintegration of 
interpersonal relations as people are close to one another physically, but far from each other at the 
same time. ‘(…) they are lonely in the midst of others.’ (Barakat, 1969:6). 
2.4.2 A Mode of Experience 
Within the second stage, alienation is viewed as a mode of experience. Therefore alienation as an 
attitudinal tendency is rooted in the ‘(…) discrepancy for the person between reality or the world as 
it is and utopia or the world as desired and as it ought to be.’ (Barakat, 1969:6-7). Here, an alienated 
person can be discontent and opposed to dominant values and conditions of the society in question. 
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The wider the gap between these two worlds, the real world and the utopian world, the more the 
alienation will become encompassing and overwhelming. Manifestations at this stage result in ‘(…) 
discontent, anxiety, emptiness, loneliness, disgust, despair, anger, resentment, helplessness and 
uprootedness.’ (Barakat, 1969:7). Emotions such as these are often expressed, very vividly, in 
literature and arts. For instance, the delightful text Metamorphosis by Franz Kafka, within which the 
main character changes into a beetle to illustrate man’s conflict with bureaucratised social systems 
(Barakat, 1969:7). 
According to Barakat, the gap between these two worlds results in a struggle or dialogue where 
conflicting emotions and positionings wrestle. Man must then accept this gap in order to find the 
motivation to do something about it. Therefore, alienation at this second stage can be seen as an 
enduring experience of rejection and dissatisfaction, which is essentially determined in the 
discrepancy between the reality and the desired ideal. 
2.4.3 Behavioural Tendencies 
Behavioural consequences of alienation take up the third stage in the alienation process. The starting 
point for this final stage is the encounter between reality and utopia and as mentioned above, man 
must realise and accept this difference or gap in order to react. At this stage of alienation, an 
alienated person will thus behave in a certain way in order to counteract the feeling of alienation. In 
an attempt to diminish the gap, an alienated person will either retreat from, comply with or act upon 
the social system from which he or she feels alienated. Barakat identifies three typical behavioural 
tendencies on what he calls the ‘retreatism-involvement continuum’ (Barakat, 1969:8). For the sake 
of facilitation, I have visualised this continuum in the following graphic illustration (Fig.1). 
 
 
The first group is called ‘retreaters’ and constitutes the part of the alienated persons that run away or 
avoid any action or involvement. The second group is called ‘compliers’ and they tend to fit into the 
system but have trouble internalising the concerns, values and objectives of the system even though 
they are promoting them publicly. At the opposite end of the retreaters, we find the third group, 
 20 
who are ‘activists’. The activists are alienated persons who engage in activities and are involved in 
changing the system in one way or the other (Barakat, 1969:9). 
 
2.5 Methodological Reflections and Wayfaring 
I have now levelled out the theoretical and methodological platform for the analysis. Of the diverse 
theoretical aggregates, two keywords especially have a bearing on the methodological reflections for 
the literary analysis, namely ‘critical dystopias’ and ‘estrangement’. The etymology of these two 
concepts reduced to four units will form the foundation for the four analytical points that I have 
decided to investigate.  
1. ‘Dys’ is linked up with the characterisation of characters 
2. ‘Topos’ is connected with setting and literary themes 
3. ‘Critical’ is combined with social criticism 
4. ‘Estrangement’ is joined with narratology  
2.5.1 Four Bridge Piers 
As for these four analytical building blocks, I will briefly establish the reasons and validity for 
choosing them and explain their connection and relevance in relation to the four keywords. The 
etymology of the different parts of this theoretical background will thereafter direct the execution of 
the actual analysis. 
• ‘Dys’ – the main character 
The combining form ‘dys-’ is a derivative from Greek, and it means ‘bad’ or ‘difficult’. It is 
often used in medical terms, where it describes some kind of default in relation to a person, 
either physically or mentally. I will connect it here with problems in the main character 
related to personality and general dysfunctional behaviour. I will investigate the 
dysfunctional characteristics, among other epitomised in the names of the main characters as 
well as the novel’s emphasis on alienation. 
• ‘Topos’ – the setting and literary themes 
Topos (pl. topoi) also from Greek literally means ‘place’ but has also come to signify ‘literary 
theme’. First of all, I will relate it to the setting of the imagined world, the place of this 
elsewhere. In particular, I will consider the setting by examining the textual constructs of 
food and clothing as these mirror the main character, the social setting and the text’s social 
critique. Second of all, I will examine ‘topos’ as a literary theme, as it suggests central aspects 
of the novel as well as the cultural critique that the text seeks to infer. In particularly, I will 
look at the theme of sex, love and procreation. 
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• ‘Critical’ – social satire and discussion of human nature  
The text’s critical function is visible in the split-levelled construction of the novels and the 
discussion of values that this dialectic construction brings about. In a critical social 
dreaming, the discussion of values by juxtaposed settings brings out the text’s social and 
cultural critique, where especially the theme of human nature is central to these three texts. 
Furthermore, an investigation into the novel as a social satire is essential when examining the 
text’s critical stance, and I will in this part also consider Atwood’s novel in terms of the 
critical dystopia. 
• ‘Estrangement’ – the narrative order 
‘Estrangement’ makes the reader feel disconnected and hopefully curious towards the text 
and the unveiling of its setting, characters and plot. Consequently, it takes into consideration 
the structure of the novel and the narrative order. The text establishes textual concealment 
and the ongoing discovery of the intricate details of this different, yet in some ways familiar, 
society or world is intimately linked with the narrative order of the text. Moreover, language 
and memory are important motifs in much dystopian fiction and function at the same time 
as a part of the narrative and counter-narrative structure. For that reason, I will also look at 
the text’s emphasis on language and memory to unmask the counter-narrative.  
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3..   The  Anall ytt ii call   Brr iidge  
Putting into play the methodological reflections above, I will now traverse the analytical bridge, 
where I will make four stopovers at the main bridge piers. Here, I will present the analysis of Oryx 
and Crake and its engagement with the dystopian dialogue in relation to 1/character, 2/setting, 
3/social criticism and 4/narratology.  
An original monologue in the two precursor texts can already be identified as a continuous 
engagement with the contemporary social reality of the reader/author and with the author’s 
dystopian outlook on his contemporary social context. As such, the dystopian narrative as a social 
satire is meant to inform the reader and thereby improve the reader’s critical ability in order for him 
or her to see new aspects of the social reality in question and possibly act upon this. As a result of 
that, the dystopian narrative and its function as a social satire is equally a means to amend and 
develop the author’s contemporary society. In a dialogue with novels of the past, Oryx and Crake 
becomes a continuing and perhaps answering voice, as the novel functions as a continuation of this 
monologue and as a participant in an ongoing dystopian dialogue. Through literary legacies, Oryx and 
Crake engages itself critically and in a self-reflexive mode with history, society and earlier dystopian 
literature. The justification for the precursor focus of this analysis is precisely this fact that Oryx and 
Crake engages with these monologues of the past by which means the novel becomes a part of the 
dystopian dialogue persisting through time. 
The comparisons and correspondences between Oryx and Crake and the two older novels, Brave 
New World and Gulliver’s Travels (Book IV) are means to locate this dystopian dialogue. In a wider 
perspective, the reason for choosing Brave New World and Gulliver’s Travels (Book IV) is that the three 
novels are written in three different centuries and by bridging the time gap, this offers an insight into 
the development of the genre of dystopian narratives. Moreover, the reason for looking into the use 
of intertextuality in the novel is precisely this dialogue, where Oryx and Crake functions as an 
interlocutor and possibly answering voice. Intertextuality then forms the binding link in the dialogue 
and bridging these three novels establishes a sense of tradition, as Atwood’s novel becomes another 
contribution to this long and withstanding conversation within literary fiction.  
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3.1 DYS-functional Characteristics – Characters 
The combining form ‘dys’ has the underlying function of portraying the main character’s 
maladaptation to the dystopian setting in the novel. So I will here give an account of the main 
characters in the three novels. I will present two essential elements where the dysfunctional 
characteristics are particularly insistent, namely in the portrayal of the characters as marginalised 
from the dystopian society including their names as dysfunctional symbols, as well as the text’s 
general emphasis on alienation and a characterisation thereof. As the alienated protagonist is the one 
performing the refusal of the dystopian society, the protagonist constitutes an element of utopian 
anticipation. 
3.1.1 Dysfunctional Characters: the Snowman, the Savage, the Gullible  
In Oryx and Crake, Snowman awakes in a post-human state of the world, where he is apparently the 
only human left. In this world, which we learn belongs to the genetically engineered humanoid 
creatures called the Crakers, Snowman’s isolation and loneliness emphasise his mental dysfunctional 
defaults. These are partly encapsulated in the fragmented echoing of discourses from different 
unidentified persons from his past life before the outbreak and partly in his own forgetfulness of 
words, his growing quasi-insanity.  
 
He has a vision of the top of his neck, opening up into his head like a 
bathroom drain. Fragments of words are swirling down it, in a grey liquid he 
realizes is his dissolving brain. (Atwood, 2004:175).  
 
Snowman’s physical defaults consist in his maladaptation to the physical environment which has 
grown problematic with natural disasters and pollution causing radical climate changes to which the 
Crakers, however, have been adapted by Crake’s gene splicing. The ‘punishing sun’ (Atwood, 
2004:6) is especially problematic in this new world and Snowman avoids it as much as possible.  
 
Maybe that’s the real him, the last Homo sapiens – a white illusion of a man, here 
today, gone tomorrow, so easily shoved over, left to melt in the sun, getting 
thinner and thinner until he liquefies and trickles away altogether. As Snowman 
is doing now. (Atwood, 2004:263).  
 
 
We’re  mired  in  gravity,  we’re  earthbound. 
We’re  ankle‐deep  in  blood,  and  all  because 
we  ate  the  birds,  we  ate  them  a  long  time 
ago, when we still had the power to say no. 
 
Atwood, The Tent (129) 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Snowman’s dysfunctional characteristics in the post-apocalyptic world stresses isolation, 
separateness and segregation. This illustrates problems related to more general human traits of 
‘group belonging’ as well as man’s relation to nature and the changing natural environment. 
In the pre-pandemic world Snowman used to be called Jimmy. He grows up in an upper class 
‘compound’, a protected habitable area for people employed as engineers and scientists for profit-
greedy mass-corporations. Mathematical abilities are highly valued on this corporate side of the 
world, where genetical engineering constitutes the most profitable business. But Jimmy is 
unfortunately not a numbers’ man and cannot aspire to anything remotely attractive as a career. He 
is a man of words; a humanist working in the humanities. Concurrently with his age, Jimmy’s 
humanist tendencies illustrate his increasing feeling of alienation towards the scientific-oriented 
corporate society. The feeling of loneliness in the midst of others, of not belonging anywhere, as 
well as the superficiality in his love relationships, accentuate Jimmy’s marginalised existence. Jimmy’s 
dysfunctional characteristics in the pre-pandemic world insist on marginalisation and inadequacy to 
conform to the dystopian society, which traces modern social problems related to individual choice, 
careerism and social status.  
 
Dysfunctional Names 
When comparing Jimmy/Snowman with both John the Savage in Brave New World and Lemuel 
Gulliver in Gulliver’s Travels, there are definitely central and common points to be made about their 
dysfunctional behaviour and the symbolism of their names.  
A brief note on John the Savage as Brave New World’s protagonist should perhaps be mentioned 
here. One critic Donald Watt concludes: ‘Huxley at first thought of Bernard as the novel’s hero, 
then switched to John as more fitting for the hero’s role, and finally decided that Helmholtz, if 
anyone, should be the book’s only authentically uplifting character.’ (Donald Watt in Milner, 
2005:note 68). According to another critic Andrew Milner, both John and Bernard, as the hero or 
protagonist, function as the butt for the novel’s satire. This is significant simply in that they are both 
dysfunctional and alienated from the dystopian societies, both that of civilisation in London and its 
counterpart of the reservation, which according to Huxley’s 1946 introduction is ‘hardly less queer 
and abnormal.’ (Huxley, 2004:xxx). However, for the sake of argument, I will primarily consider 
John the Savage as the main character of Brave New World, even though the atypical narrative 
structure does not introduce him until half way into the book3.  
                                                
3 It is certainly possible to consider Bernard Marx the protagonist, as he constitutes one of the ‘everyday’ people of the 
dystopian society that Moylan and Baccolini identifies as typical for dystopian fiction. But, as we shall see later on, the 
protagonist of most dystopian narratives is also involved in the counter-narrative of the story, and the one character who 
seriously engages in a, granted explicit, counter-narrative is none other than John the Savage.  
 25 
There seems to be a connection between the appellative in the names of the main characters, as 
their names constitute a dysfunctional symbol. In the Crakers’ world, Jimmy has changed his name 
and self-representation to (the Abominable) Snowman. ‘He’s only Snowman. He’s kept the 
abominable to himself, his own secret hair shirt.’ (Atwood, 2004:8). On that account, Snowman’s 
name change is self-inflicted and symbolises the perception he has of himself. He is an isolated, 
obsolete creature: smelly, grimy and gaunt. His status as the last man on earth, his role in the 
makings of his present situation and his separateness from the Crakers make him secretly 
abominable.  
 
He no longer wanted to be Jimmy, or even Jim (…). He needed to forget the 
past – the distant past, the immediate past, the past in any form. He needed to 
exist only in the present, without guilt, without expectation. Like the Crakers 
did. Perhaps a different name would do that for him. (Atwood, 2004:406-407). 
 
So Snowman wishes to live only in this present, and his adopted name comes to reflect his alienated 
behaviour and his physical maladjustment to the new environmental changes. In this vacuum, where 
he simply tries to survive on a day-to-day basis, Snowman is attempting to rid himself of the guilt, 
the fear and even the hope he, as a humanist, cannot help experience. In the current social context, 
this ‘magic now’ indicates perhaps man’s problems with constantly projecting himself into the 
future, running after new projects and forgetting to live in the moment. 
John the Savage gets his last name as he arrives in London, where the ‘civilised’ clones perceive 
him as such, a savage. During the novel, John is referred to as ‘John Savage’, ‘John the Savage’ or 
simply just ‘the Savage’. This denotes a certain irony and distance towards the main character and 
appoints John as part of the target for the satire in the novel. In comparison with the clones, John 
comes off as the culturally superior with knowledge of for instance Shakespeare and religion. He is 
more human than the clones, who indeed seem to be the actual savages with all their monstrous 
civilisation: promiscuity and mass-consumption. The ironical name reflects John’s dysfunctional 
status of an outsider and a misfit as well as his alienated behaviour towards civilisation. Snowman 
has much the same outsider status in Oryx and Crake, and both characters become hermits, who 
come to live with a range of spectators observing their every move. 
Gulliver’s name is a pun on ‘gullible’, meaning a person who is easily persuaded to believe 
something, a person easily deceived. According to one researcher, Els Jongeneel, Lemuel signifies 
‘devoted to God (Proverbs 31)’ (Jongeneel, 2008). So essentially Gulliver is a fabulous or, according to 
Jongeneel, even a ‘divine liar’. Maybe he believes a little too much what he sees and experiences and 
on this basis, Gulliver functions as an ironic device. He is a prime example of the use of structural 
irony. This adds another aspect to the satirical outlook so central to Swift’s writings and it shows 
how Gulliver’s defaults are embedded in his name as a fabulous liar experiencing a case of vanity 
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(Lilliput Book I), a case of moral myopia (Brobdingnag Book II) (Gravil, 2001:69) and conveying a 
‘guilt-ridden renunciation of humanity’ (Houyhnhnms Book IV) (Gravil, 2001:73). The far-fetched 
yarn that Gulliver spins is similar to that of Snowman, and both characters have the ability to lie and 
construct stories. 
It should perhaps be mentioned that Oryx and Crake has been criticised for having too flat 
characters and that the characterisation and plot seem only to be functional. ‘(…) Oryx and Crake 
lacks the textures, both narrative and psychological, that have made its predecessors in Atwood’s 
oeuvre so rich and full of meaning (…)’ (Mendelsohn, 2003:43). In my point of view, the narrative 
texture lacks nothing and perhaps only Oryx could be singled out as a feeble and somewhat over-
constructed character. However, I consider the other characters in Oryx and Crake to be fully 
rounded, and the multi-layered characterisation can for instance be inferred from the narrative 
texture in the symbolic use of clothing or food, as the next part of the analysis will illustrate.  
In conclusion, the main characters’ names are symbolic of their experience of separateness and 
indicate the dysfunctional characteristics as these mirror feelings like loneliness, anger, discontent, 
despair, resentment and disgust. It is therefore possible to decipher a dysfunctional characteristic 
and to see the satirical distance the texts lay down in regard to their main characters. The similarity 
in the symbolic names with Snowman as a hermit and a yarn spinner illustrates the continuing voice 
of Oryx and Crake as part of the dystopian dialogue.  
3.1.2 Alienation and the Three-Stage Process 
I have now established that the main characters are dysfunctional in relation to the textual setting 
and a central aspect of this dysfunctional attitude is tied to alienation. Moreover, alienation is a 
typical motif in dystopian fiction, a feeling that springs from the meeting with the other and with the 
oppressive surrounding environment. As I have outlined in the previous chapter (2.4), alienation can 
be seen as a process between utopia and reality. Based on the theory by sociologist Halim Barakat, I 
will go through each of these stages within this process, as they portray themselves within the 
novels.  
 
Sources of Alienation 
The first stage in the alienation process is concerned with different sources of alienation and two 
states are possible here, namely states of over-control or states of under-control. In Oryx and Crake, 
there are definite states of under-control, which leads Jimmy/Snowman to feel isolated and alone. 
The setting in the pre-pandemic world is divided into the ‘compounds’, where the wealthy live and 
the ‘pleeblands’ or cities, where everyone else live. In Oryx and Crake, nobody is attributed a 
particular place in society and in that sense there is a lack of restraint and a too wide permissiveness 
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of individual behaviour. People are isolated, even though they are living close together. This is a 
typical example of an extrapolation of modern societies and their atomisation. In this dystopian 
society, there is no governmental police, and the social order is maintained by a private corporation 
called CorpSeCorp (Corporate Security Corps), whose real goal is the protection of the compounds 
and their financial interests. These states of under-control emphasise the disintegration of the 
interpersonal relationships between the characters in the novel. 
Contrastingly, in Brave New World we are dealing with a manifest form of ‘over-control’, where 
the individuals in civilised London are being conditioned into conformity. Depersonalised 
relationships in the form of a systematised promiscuity are the only social interactions between the 
citizens in Brave New World. This results in powerlessness to change or to do anything that is 
different from the norm. The clones are in fact bred for a particular purpose; they are simply 
constructed as vital parts of the social machinery. Furthermore, the status quo in society is 
maintained at all costs. Subversive elements are extracted and sent away to perform their 
subversiveness somewhere else, on the islands. This is exemplified when the two alienated 
characters, Bernard Marx and Helmholtz Watson, are shipped off to the Falkland Islands. 
In Brave New World, states of over-control emphasise collectivism and the moulding of 
individuals into full-fledged members of society. It stresses powerlessness in regard of individual 
freedom of choice; members are means, not goals and mechanical interpersonal relations are 
characteristic. In Oryx and Crake, the states of under-control emphasise problems of individualism 
and the isolation and disintegration of relationships that this brings about. There is an accentuation 
of indifference between people and a lack of concern towards fellow man. These sources of 
alienation identify the background in the setting for the main character’s feelings of alienation and 
voices the move in dystopian fiction from states of over-control, which is also seen in dystopian 
classics like Nineteen Eighty Four or The Handmaid’s Tale, to states of under-control as depicted in Oryx 
and Crake. The extrapolation of current societies in Oryx and Crake emphasises the polarised societies 
of today and the individualism and loneliness that this entails. 
 
Experiencing Alienation 
The second stage has to do with the experience of alienation and expresses itself in an opposition 
between the world as it is and the world as the alienated person would like it to be. In Oryx and 
Crake, Snowman is experiencing loneliness and discontent both in his life as Jimmy but equally as 
Snowman. In the Crakers’ world, Snowman is struggling to survive and come to terms with what 
has happened as well as his own role in the morbid affair. He is performing a dialogue in his head 
concerning these conflicting emotions, and it seems to manifest itself in the hope of a different 
world that is in opposition to the reality in which he actually finds himself. According to Barakat, it 
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is necessary to accept the gap between the two contrasting worlds before any action can occur. 
Snowman seems gradually to come to terms with his new situation, but the ambiguous ending never 
supplies an explicit answer to how he reacts upon his new-found self-understanding.  
In Gulliver’s Travels, the discrepancy between the actual world and the desired world is most 
vividly expressed when Gulliver returns from his travels at the end of the novel. He experiences 
loneliness and despair with regard to his native country, his fellow Englishmen and family. His 
resentment towards the latter is expressed in a physical disgust and in the fact that he calls them 
Yahoos, a category in which he does not always include himself. This discrepancy is also found in 
Brave New World, where John the Savage is enduring feelings of discontent and rejection from both 
the natives in the reservation, but also the clones in London. John seems to be the only one of the 
three main characters, who genuinely feels anger and acts upon it. It seems he comes to terms more 
easily than the others with the struggling positions between reality and utopia. He is well aware that 
the civilisation his mother had told him about does not correspond to the brave new world he is 
brought to. Hence the irony of the novel’s title, as the novel is a sort of dystopia of plenitude. John 
the Savage’s insistence on stoicism and the fact that in order to be human he must feel pain and be 
miserable echoes Snowman’s nostalgia and sadness in Oryx and Crake.  
As these main characters are all in conflict with the reality they live in, they have trouble 
establishing harmonious relationships with the world, themselves and others. Manifestations at this 
stage of alienation are often a combination of feelings of anxiety, emptiness, loneliness, 
purposelessness, identity loss or anger. In Snowman’s case, this seems to categorise him rather well. 
He loses his identity, even if it is a conscious choice, as he changes his name to Snowman, and he is 
anxious, extremely lonely and feels entirely useless. Snowman describes his loneliness and alienation 
as that of Frankenstein: he feels separately, lonely and monstrous. ‘”Crake!” he whimpers. “Why am 
I on this earth? How come I’m alone? Where’s my Bride of Frankenstein?”’ (Atwood, 2004:199). 
The dystopian insistence on the experience of alienation is what binds these three narratives 
together on a more formal level. In this experience of alienation, Atwood voices the continuity of 
pain and suffering of dystopian characters, which is an essential part of the dystopian narrative. 
 
Behavioural Tendencies due to Alienation 
The third stage of the alienation process deals with behavioural tendencies exemplified in the 
‘retreatism-involvement continuum’ (cf. Fig.1 in 2.4.3). The alienated person can behave as a 
retreatist, a complier or an activist. Comparing the three main characters, I can place them in each 
their own slot on the continuum (Fig. 2). Gulliver can be viewed as a retreatist, Snowman as a 
complier and John the Savage as an activist.  
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When Gulliver returns from his travels, he barricades himself in his house: first that of the 
Portuguese captain, next his own home back in England. He avoids any action or involvement with 
his native countrymen and retreats to the company of two horses with whom he converse ‘(…) at 
least four Hours every Day’ (Swift, 1976:250). The experience of alienation pushes Gulliver to 
disavow his fellow Yahoo man, which exemplifies his retreatist attitude. 
As John the Savage comes to terms with the encounter between reality and utopia, he reacts 
upon his alienation. He is an activist. John’s alienation towards the reservation where he grew up is 
perhaps more of a complier attitude, but once in London he engages in more determinate activities. 
He tries for instance to liberate a pack of delta clones and engages in a critical discussion concerning 
the totalitarian nature of the clones’ social system with Mustapha Mond, one of the world 
controllers. John manages somehow to escape civilisation and goes to live in a hermitage lighthouse 
in Surrey to avoid any more of that ‘loathsome civilisation’, as he calls it. The lighthouse could 
symbolise a beacon, a lonely light, and the fact that John seeks solitude could suggest a retreatist 
attitude. However, the story ends rather radically, as John hangs himself. This could be considered 
as the ultimate escapist action, freeing himself from his alienated existence, taking fatal action.  
Snowman seeks to conform to the alienating surroundings of the dystopian society and 
constitutes the prototype of the complier. His desire to conform is the reason why he takes on the 
job at Crake’s ‘Paradice’ compound, so he can advance to a better social position and achieve social 
acceptance. In the Paradice Dome, Jimmy endorses the system publicly, even labelling the 
monstrous products of this money-spinning corporation. Typically for the complier, Jimmy has 
internal problems of fully conforming. He remains consciously unaware of the objectives of Crake’s 
work: to replace the human race with pacifist colourful clones, and he does nothing to counter-act 
Crake’s lunacy. In the Crakers’ world too, Snowman seeks to adjust to their climate. He asks the 
Crakers to kill only one fish a week to counter his starvation, knowing full well that it is not enough 
to secure his survival. Again this emphasises his eternal diplomatic and humanist abilities, his desire 
to comply. 
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In conclusion, alienation expresses itself through the different behavioural tendencies, where 
the three characters can be plotted into each their own slot in the continuum. Gulliver would be a 
retreatist, Snowman/Jimmy a complier and John Savage an activist. This interesting comparison and 
correspondence between the novels exemplifies the different modes of action that the dystopian 
characters have at their disposal. The individual experience of alienation conveys the social and 
cultural critique in the novels and this experience shows the impact of unforeseen or unexamined 
social systems. In Oryx and Crake, Atwood examines and displays diverse positions of the fears and 
anxieties of contemporary society towards social themes such as biological engineering, 
environmental degradation and individualism. In an answering voice, she also emphasises that 
modern literary anti-heroes seem to seek diplomatic solutions, face their responsibilities and accept 
their fate in the end. 
3.1.3 Bridge Pier One – Dysfunctional Characters 
All three novels portray an every-man as the protagonist, and this personal experience of alienation 
accounts for an individual perspective into the social setting as well as a gradual explanation of the 
inner and outer workings of the social mechanism of the dystopian society. Moreover, the characters 
display their dysfunctional behaviour in the refusal of the dystopian society and in the texts’ 
emphasis on feelings such as loneliness, anger, despair, resentment and disgust. The motif of 
alienation is closely linked with the dysfunctional characteristics of the main characters and their 
non-compliant behaviour, as the alienation is expressed in the different behavioural tendencies 
ranging from retreatism through compliance to activism. This bridge pier shows general elements 
fundamental to dystopian fiction and determines alienation and dysfunctional behaviour as 
necessary ingredients in the dystopian narrative.   
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3.2 TOPOS – Settings and Literary Themes 
The setting in dystopian fiction is the actual driving force behind the imaginative achievement. As 
such, it establishes the foreground of the story and must be indulged in for the reader to be able to 
understand the actual plot and characters in the text. So in relation to the keyword ‘topos’, this 
second analytical bridge pier will take a closer look at the textual constructs of the setting and the 
use of literary themes. The textual constructs of the setting will especially involve an investigation 
into the text’s emphasis on food and clothing. As for the literary themes, I have chosen to look at 
the theme of sex, love and procreation.  
3.2.1 Contrasting Settings 
In this part, I will establish the split-levelled structure of the setting that in its dialectic construction 
functions as a means to discuss some of the essential points in the text. In particular, the dichotomy 
between culture/nature is essential to the double-sided settings, as Snowman is faced with both the 
fierceness of civilised culture and the wilderness of nature and his survival in these two settings is 
central to the text.  
When categorising the settings in the three novels, one common denominator is the fact that 
they all contain two contrasting sets of settings. In Oryx and Crake, we enter into Snowman’s setting 
in the world of the Crakers at first but, through memories, we are also exposed to the setting of the 
‘compounds/pleeblands’ within which Snowman grows up as Jimmy. The pleeblands are actually 
degenerated cities, an ant farm where the poor and less educated people live and where the 
corporations from the compounds; especially the ones that are engaged in reshaping the human 
body, make their products turn into profit. ‘”So this is where our stuff turns to gold,” said Crake. 
“Our stuff?” “What we’re turning out at Rejoov. Us and the other body-oriented Compounds”.’ 
(Atwood, 2004:339).‘Rejoov.’ is an abbreviation for ‘RejoovenEsense’. This is the compound where 
Crake constructs his ‘Paradice Dome’, where he employs Jimmy, and from where he conjures up his 
plan to exterminate the human race. RejoovenEsense is a pun on ‘rejuvenescence’, the renewal of 
youth or vitality. In biology, the word signifies ‘the reactivation of vegetative cells, resulting in 
regrowth from old or injured parts’ (Online Dictionary 2005-2007: ‘rejuvenescence’). This biological 
sense takes all the more form since that is exactly what Crake’s mad scientist plan is all about: the 
construction of humanoid clones on the basis of old and, in Crake’s viewpoint, injured or imperfect 
parts of human DNA. 
I  wanted  to  tell  something  a  little  more  – 
what’s  the  term?  Human,  inhuman? 
Something  bigger.  But  statistics  pall  after  a 
time.  We’re  not  programmed  to  register 
more than a hundred corpses.  In heaps they 
simply become a landscape feature. 
 
Atwood, The Tent (119) 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The society of the compounds/pleeblands is described as artificial, constructed and urbanised; 
it is a future projection of, and yet very similar to, contemporary society. It is in contrast to the 
world after the pandemic, where nature roams free and takes over civilisation. The post-apocalyptic 
setting is characterised by a hot earthy wilderness, where radical climate changes and dangerous 
gene-modified animals, such as ‘wolvogs’ and ‘pigoons’4, make it unfit for human beings to live.  
In Brave New World, the two contrasting settings consist of the New Mexican Reservation, 
within which John the Savage grows up and the civilised ‘soma’ London that he comes to visit. In 
this novel too, there is a clear dichotomy between culture and nature. Like in Oryx and Crake, the 
description of London is equally aseptic, artificial and mechanised and the description of New 
Mexico is similarly hot and earthy. The intertextuality between the two novels seems clear-cut in this 
dichotomy of two homogenous settings and Oryx and Crake seems to continue the dialogue of the 
literary theme of man versus nature. 
In Gulliver’s Travels, there is also the contrast between the setting of the country of the 
Houyhnhnms and Gulliver’s hometown in England. However, the dichotomy between nature and 
culture is not so much to be found in these two settings but more within the country of the 
Houyhnhnms itself. Here the Houyhnhnms represent a prelapsarian society, innocent and unspoiled 
and the Yahoos are the corrupt human race, degenerate and hopeless. The former represents 
‘unfallen’ culture, the latter fallen culture. This is reflected in the dichotomy between the Crakers 
and Snowman, as the Crakers are equally innocent and unspoiled, mirroring the ‘unfallen’ culture of 
the genetically modified ‘noble savage’. Snowman, like Gulliver, is in conflict with his inner Yahoo. 
Summing up, the settings and their set-ups are then mirrored in two ways in the novels. With 
regard to Brave New World, there is the culture/nature dichotomy directly embedded within the 
contrasting settings, and this is echoed and continued in Oryx and Crake. Concerning Gulliver’s 
Travels, the dichotomy between fallen and ‘unfallen’ man is visible in the contrast between the 
Houyhnhnms and the Yahoos, and this is also echoed in the post-apocalyptic setting in Oryx and 
Crake, where the Crakers are contrasted with Snowman. 
3.2.2 Food – a Textual Construct 
In the foregrounding of the story, the setting offers food and clothing as a problem in this new 
world or land, where the protagonist must find a way to feed and dress himself with whatever is 
available to him. On a more detailed level, the setting offers the possibility of representing certain 
character traits and conveying parts of the story’s cultural critique through these textual constructs.  
                                                
4 ‘Wolvog: A particularly vicious blend of wolf and dog’ and ‘Pigoon: A transgenic pig created to grow foolproof 
human-tissue organs for transplant. Falsely rumored to be tusk-free.’ (Atwood: oryxandcrake.com) 
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Thus the textual constructs of food and clothing both function as a way of portraying a particular 
cultural critique and enriching the literary achievement of the story by providing more layers of 
interpretation. Food as a textual construct denotes a theme of survival, which has been identified as 
‘an overarching theme in Atwood’s work’ (Kuhn, 2005:8) and is in fact the title of the book that 
made her famous: Survival – A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature (Oates, 2006:18).  
In its essence, the textual construct of food in Brave New World is an indication of the cultural 
critique of mass-production. In Gulliver’s Travels, the intake of dung satirises the obscene nature of 
human beings; where reason dictates man must follow and it connotes to the excessive vulgar and 
revolting nature of the Yahoos, thereby implicitly to the corrupt human race. In Oryx and Crake, 
food conveys a survivalist theme and embeds a social and cultural critique related to mass-
consumption and bio-enhancement. In the following I will demonstrate why. 
 
Enhanced Food and Feelings 
In Oryx and Crake, food is ingrained in the thematic extinction of the human race and the survival of 
Snowman, but it also functions as a means to consider the implications of mass-production and 
mass-consumption. In the dystopian setting before the pandemic outbreak, food is systematised and 
mass-produced as a capitulation to the extensive profit-hungry corporations. For instance, the 
efficiency of mass production and genetical engineering manifests itself in the horrid invention 
called ‘ChickieNobs’. The novel designs a new technology that makes it possible to grow as many as 
twenty chicken breasts on one headless chicken in only two weeks. The woman showing Jimmy and 
Crake the ChickieNobs at Crake’s university explains: 
 
”That’s the head in the middle,” said the woman. “There’s a mouth opening at 
the top, they dump the nutrients in there. No eyes or beak or anything, they 
don’t need those.” (Atwood, 2004:237).  
 
Even though Jimmy’s initial feeling is that some border has been transgressed, he eventually 
complies and eats the ChickieNobs. As he fails to go further into this feeling, he refuses to recognise 
the ethical questions of this sort of mass-production, and so he consumes both the food and the 
idea like everybody else, again mirroring his attitude as a complier.  
In Brave New World, John the Savage is confronted to a similar problem, however, he unlike 
Snowman tries to resist it as much as possible. The food in Brave New World, equally enhanced with 
all sorts of beneficial and optimising effects, becomes the foul symbol of civilisation for John the 
Savage. ‘But when it came to pan-glandular biscuits and vitaminized beef-surrogate, he had not been 
able to resist the shopman’s persuasion. Looking at the tins now, he bitterly reproached himself for 
his weakness. Loathsome civilized stuff!’ (Huxley, 2004:217). In Oryx and Crake, this technological 
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enhancement in food production engages with today’s scientific progress and the implications of 
capitalism. It responds to a comparative image of the test tube baby factory in Brave New World. The 
ghastly conveyer-belt assembly line of cloned foetuses that conveys Huxley’s criticism of Fordism in 
the 1930s is echoed in Atwood’s alarm signal of bio-enhanced food production in the 21st century. 
Further, the narcotised dystopia that Huxley depicts is as well similar and perhaps all too 
believably fatalistic in Oryx and Crake. The ‘soma’ drug in Brave New World has similarities with the 
‘BlyssPluss pill’ that Crake develops in Oryx and Crake. The BlyssPluss pill was designed to: 
 
(…) protect the user against all known sexually transmitted diseases, (…) 
provide an unlimited supply of libido and sexual prowess, coupled with a 
generalized sense of energy and well-being, thus reducing the frustration and 
blocked testosterone that led to jealousy and violence, eliminating feelings of 
low self-worth; (…) prolong youth. (Atwood, 2004:346). 
 
However, the fatalistic and secret essence of the BlyssPluss pill lies in the fact that it also sterilises 
everyone who takes it and what is worse, it has an inbuilt hot bio-form conceived to erase the 
human race from the face of the earth. Atwood has taken the use of a wonder drug to its next 
logical conclusion and warns us of the bleak possibilities that could happen if ‘soma’ fell into the 
wrong hands or was developed by the wrong people. 
 
Food and Dung 
The intertextual element of dung is also related to food as a textual construct. Interestingly in Oryx 
and Crake, the Crakers eat their own dung: caecotrophs, ‘(…) consisting as they do of semi-digested 
herbage, discharged through the anus and reswallowed two or three times a week.’ (Atwood, 
2004:187). This is a direct intertextual reference to the Yahoos in Gulliver’s Travels, where Gulliver 
writes that to cure repletion, the Yahoos must drink a mixture of  ‘their own Dung and Urine’ (Swift, 
1976:225). Like with the ChickieNobs, Jimmy argues over this feature with Crake, saying that ‘(…) 
what it boiled down to was eating your own shit.’ (Atwood, 2004:188). Crake, however, dismisses 
Jimmy’s objection in the name of science and says that ‘Any objection to the process was purely 
aesthetic.’ (Atwood, 2004:188).  
Gulliver recommends to his countrymen to eat their own dung and urine, which is yet another 
of Swift’s amusing satirical points. Aldous Huxley actually wrote that ‘Swift’s greatness lies in the 
intensity, the almost insane violence of that “hatred of the bowels” which is the essence of his 
misanthropy, and which underlies the whole of his work.’ (Aldous Huxley quoted in Gravil, 2001:6). 
It is no surprise then that the ‘hatred of the bowels’ recurs in other of Swift’s writings; in particular it 
resonates in A Modest Proposal, where he ironically proposes to use the excessive number of Irish 
children as fodder for the rest of the population. ‘(…) and it is exactly at one year old that I propose 
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to provide for them in such a manner as instead of being a charge upon their parents or the parish, 
or wanting food and raiment for the rest of their lives, they shall on the contrary contribute to the 
feeding, and partly to the clothing, of many thousands.’ (Swift, 1729:2474). This objectification of 
humans is again an element of dialogue in Oryx and Crake. The Crakers are purely logically 
established and Crake’s discourse can be compared to that of the narrator of A Modest Proposal, as 
prosaic explanations provide an underlying layer for satire in this discussion of the bowels. 
3.2.3 Clothing – Another Textual Construct 
Clothing as a textual construct can be used for facilitating symbolic purposes in the text. According 
to Assistant Professor of English, Cynthia G. Kuhn, who has made a study on dress in Atwood’s 
fiction, clothing can sometimes help to illustrate the character of the individuals in the novel or be 
symbolic of the social landscape. In this respect, clothing can convey a cultural critique and form a 
part of the material for satire in a text. Especially in regard to Atwood’s dystopian novel, The 
Handmaid’s Tale, dress has a symbolic function. It conveys the bondage of the women in the story 
and identifies them in accordance with their working function within the society.5 Atwood testifies 
to the importance of clothing in her writing, especially when she makes the connection between 
literary and cultural convention. 
 
Utopias and dystopias both take a lot of pleasure in describing costume. What 
is worn and what is forbidden? What cannot be worn, who can wear what and 
under what circumstances? This is of course just an exaggerated variant on 
what goes on in society anyway. (Atwood in “Feminist Dystopia” quoted in 
Kuhn, 2005:13). 
 
Furthermore, dress can adhere to the transformation of identity of the characters in the story. As 
such, clothing can mirror the protagonist’s efforts to respond to various limiting circumstances in 
the text (Kuhn, 2005:1). In Atwood’s fiction, ‘self-fashioning becomes a survivalist act’ (Kuhn, 
2005:1), and in its double function, clothing illustrates both the characters as well as the cultural 
critique. The character’s deeper interpretive level can, for instance, be found in the aspect of 
clothing, and this is especially true of Oryx and Crake. Moreover, nakedness or lack of clothing can 
be identified as a symbol of redemption and renaissance.  
 
Clothing’s Double Function in the Text 
In Oryx and Crake, clothing as a textual constructs has a double function: it is partly, like with the 
textual construct of food, a cultural critique of mass-consumption and new technologies and partly a 
                                                
5 The handmaids’ red dresses symbolise Mary Magdalene, the Wives’ blue dresses symbolise the virgin. These are also 
their functions in the dystopian society. The handmaids are the legalized whores, the child bearers; the wives are the 
virgin mothers. (Kuhn, 2005:24) 
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symbol of the particular characteristics of the characters in the novel. Concerning the first function, 
the cultural critique of pointless technological progress is exemplified in Oryx and Crake by what 
Kuhn categorises as:  
 
(…) some inventive sartorial offerings: Jimmy owns a “shirt that displayed 
emails on its sleeve while giving… a nudge” to announce messages and “shoes 
that changed colour” for easy coordination. (Kuhn, 2005:18). 
 
Another obvious cultural critique in relation to dress is the dystopian society’s implementation of 
beauty products and the way the corporations seem to offer total renewal, youth and beauty to their 
costumers. RejoovenEsense is a discernible example of this. Concerning the second function, 
clothing denotes elements about the characters in the novel. The characters Crake and Oryx are thus 
delineated in the way they dress. Crake is often described as wearing dark clothes, which according 
to Kuhn can be linked up with Atwood’s understanding of sombre dress as part of an ‘esoterically 
oriented elite’ (Kuhn, 2005:18). Oryx is depicted as a wearing a butterfly kimono, ‘(…) signalling her 
stunningly beautiful but transitory nature.  
In Snowman’s case, dress functions in terms of a transformation of identity. The first visual of 
Snowman portrays him as a haggard man draped in a dirty bed sheet, wearing a pair of sunglasses 
with only one lens left and a baseball cap. This illustrates the mental and physical state he is in at this 
time in the novel and gives a clue as to his emotional well-being or, more precisely, the lack of it. His 
clothes are disintegrating, which is symbolic of the decay and decline he and the world are 
undergoing. ‘He’s barefoot – his shoes disintegrated some time ago (…)’ (Atwood, 2004:192). 
However, in the course of the novel he replaces his dirty bed sheet with a new one with flowers on 
and a functional pair of sunglasses with two lenses. ‘”Look! Snowman has flowers on him!” (This 
from the children, who’ve noticed his new floral sarong.)’ (Atwood, 2004:420). The ‘dirty bed sheet’ 
(Atwood, 2004:4) is then turned into a ‘floral sarong’ (Atwood, 2004:420), which symbolises a new 
beginning and a gained insight and comprehension of Snowman himself and his present and past 
situation. Also the new sunglasses, through which he can now see more clearly, stress his 
understanding and reconciliation with the past. This is what one Atwood critic, Coral Ann Howells, 
has termed ‘the mark of his moral myopia’ (Howells, 2005:176). As these newly discovered items 
becomes symbolic of the transformation of Snowman’s identity, he has re-established the narrative 
in his head, and he has come to terms with ‘Paradice’, the fatalistic events and his own role therein.  
In Brave New World, we find a similar double function in the textual construct of clothing. First of all, 
the hypnopaedia lessons such as ‘ending is better than mending’, which make mending anti-social, 
convey a cultural critique of mass-consumption and mass-production and the whole throw-away 
mentality. Jimmy’s email t-shirt mirrors Lenina’s artificial acetate clothes, but technology is taken to 
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a whole new and second level as the t-shirt is literally expressive. Second of all, the artificiality of 
Lenina’s clothing can also be compared with the transitory nature of Oryx; both women function as 
catalysts for the male characters in the stories as they are seductive temptresses and both are volatile, 
somewhat superficial characters that are difficult to pin down. The short-term nature of acetate 
clothes, which disappears and is to be replaced, is suggestive of Oryx’s changing personae and her 
constantly altered narrative. Oryx is essentially a virtual woman (…)’ (Kuhn, 2005:18). Not only is 
that how she is discovered; on a website for child pornography, but Oryx is also designed to please 
and so she keeps changing her story to please Jimmy.  
Clothing or the problem of being clothed also echoes castaway novels like Robinson Crusoe and 
of course Gulliver’s Travels. Gulliver’s clothing is in ‘a declining condition’ and he replaces it with the 
‘hides of Yahoos’ (Swift, 1976:204). When he leaves the country of the Houyhnhnms, he creates a 
boat with ‘Yahoos Tallow’, ‘the skins of Yahoos’ and a sail made from the youngest Yahoos he 
could get (Swift, 1976:243). This mirrors again Swift’s satirical stance in A Modest Proposal and 
perhaps symbolises both Gulliver’s identification as well as rejection of the Yahoos and their 
nastiness. He becomes one with them by putting them on, but at the same time he also distances 
himself from them with his feelings of superiority and his somewhat colonialist behaviour. Swift’s 
criticism of colonialism shines through here. At the end of Oryx and Crake, Snowman is naked, 
which could indicate how he, unlike Gulliver, accepts and identifies with the Crakers. As Swift 
questions the corrupt nature of civilised man and where it in Gulliver’s Travels remains corrupt, 
Atwood provides perhaps another answer, since a utopian ending and reconciliation seems possible 
in the horizon of Oryx and Crake. 
 
Nakedness 
The concept of clothing is inescapably connected with the concept of nakedness, which suggests 
that wearing clothes is a direct result of the biblical Fall of man. One intertextual element can be 
found in the incomprehension that the Crakers and the Houyhnhnms have towards covering the 
body, as both groups are naked in the novels. Snowman and Gulliver both wear clothes, and the 
settings are thus similar in that the protagonists are confronted to a problem of clothing themselves 
in their castaway setting. In Gulliver’s Travels, the Master horse questions this: ‘[the Master] said, my 
Discourse was all very strange, (…) for he could not understand why Nature should teach us to 
conceal what Nature had given.’ (Swift, 1976:204). In Oryx and Crake, Snowman is naked at the end 
of the novel and this could perhaps symbolise a new beginning. Nakedness has connotations to 
innocence and the paradisiacal condition before the Fall of Man, so Snowman’s nakedness can be 
interpreted as an element of redemption, as he is now ready to face the three other humans in the 
satirical Garden of Eden. Snowman’s nakedness could be a symbol of rebirth, of rejection of the old 
 38 
sinful nature of man and a renaissance of a new spiritual nature. If so, it voices again the utopian 
horizon of hope. 
Recapitulating, clothing has a double function in that it is symbolic of the social landscape and 
the characterisation of the individuals in the novel, and at the same time it functions as a cultural 
and social critique. It illustrates the character of the individuals in the novel and symbolises the 
disintegration and degradation of their physical well-being. Clothing or the lack of it also symbolises 
a theme of a new beginning and it has a certain satirical function, as it is symbolic of the social 
landscape, emphasising human survival. 
3.2.4 Sex, Love and Procreation – a Literary Theme 
As the dystopian narratives explain how to do what and with whom concerning love and 
procreation, so the texts convey satirical and often humorous viewpoints on this particular subject. 
Atwood has suggested that sex and procreation is an essential part of dystopian narratives: ‘Sex is 
often centre stage in utopias and dystopias - who can do what, with which set of genital organs, and 
with whom, being one of humanity’s main preoccupations.’ (Atwood, “Everybody is happy now”, 
2007). This literary theme illustrates the general cultural critique of humanity and the general satire 
on human nature, which is central to all three texts. As part of human nature, love and sex incite 
perhaps violence and jealousy but they also foster artistic creation and the human right to be 
miserable. Atwood employs a radical attempt in the altering of these perhaps destructive features in 
man, Huxley seeks to hush it up with drugs and promiscuity and Swift’s utopian Houyhnhnms are 
perhaps a peaceable folk, but they lack in literature and arts. The satire on this feature in human 
nature is evidently portrayed in order to hold up a mirror in front of the reader as to better 
understand our human nature. 
One of the reasons that Snowman feels so useless is that he can no longer carry on his genetic 
characteristics, nor fulfil his sexual desire. He witnesses a coupling among the Crakers, which 
emphasises the fact that he can never participate or even become member of the Crakers’ tribe. 
Turning one’s sexual organs blue is not something easily accomplished. The Crakers’ mating system 
is based on different animal’s procreation systems, such as those of crabs, octopuses or baboons. 
The Crakers’ sexual act consists of four men and one woman at a time and there are apparently no 
feelings of lust at any other period than when the females are in heat every three years. In Oryx and 
Crake, sex among the Crakers is solely for the purpose of procreation. 
 
There’ll be the standard quintuplet, four men and the woman in heat. Her 
condition will be obvious to all from the bright-blue colour of her buttocks 
and abdomen – a trick of variable pigmentation filched from the baboons with 
a contribution from the expandable chromosphores of the octopus. As Crake 
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used to say, Think of an adaptation, any adaptation, and some animal somewhere will 
have thought of it first. (Atwood, 2004:193-194). 
 
This echoes the mating system among the Houyhnhnms, which is just as practical. It is also purely 
for the benefit of the species and love takes no part in it. It is  ‘(…) not upon the account of Love, 
but to preserve the Race from degenerating (…).’ (Swift, 1976:231). Love is exactly the issue here, as 
love has been accused of instigating violence, wars and whatnot. So in an attempt to eradicate all 
feelings of love and the instinct for sex, Crake believes that he eradicates jealousy, rivalry and 
possibly death.  
 
No more prostitution, no sexual abuse of children, no haggling over the price, 
no pimps, no sex slaves. No more rape. The five of them will roister for hours, 
three of the men standing guard and doing the singing and shouting while the 
fourth one copulates, turn and turn about. (Atwood, 2004:194). 
 
Similarly, Gulliver explains that the Houyhnhnms know of no such thing as jealousy or disputes, but 
neither do they know love. This could be perceived as a flaw in the utopian panegyric that Gulliver 
delivers of the Houyhnhnms. ‘And the married Pair pass their Lives with the same Friendship, and 
mutual Benevolence (…) without Jealousy, Fondness, Quarrelling, or Discontent.’ (Swift, 1976:231).  
In Oryx and Crake, love is also a volatile element. Jimmy is madly in love with Oryx who 
functions as a pleaser for the male characters in the novel. To the two men, Crake and Jimmy, Oryx 
is whatever they want her to be. Again she compares well with Lenina in Brave New World, and so 
does Jimmy’s promiscuous behaviour, which traces the problems of contemporary issues with 
sexually transmitted diseases. This practicality of procreation and promiscuity is suggestive of Brave 
New World as well, where the opening chapter is a concerto of machines artificially creating and 
‘decanting’ babies on bottles. It is an optimised cloning process, within which the clones are 
conditioned to be happy within their caste and carry out their destined workload with pleasure. 
Promiscuity is a necessity and an obligation, however never leading to actual procreation, as no one 
gives birth and the notion of birth itself is repulsive to them. Echoing Huxley’s eugenics, Jimmy 
considers at one point if his father and his new wife were trying the baby market, buying their way 
to a designer baby. 
Hence, Atwood articulates a continuation of the breeding system portrayed in both Gulliver’s 
Travels and Brave New World. In Gulliver’s Travels love seems completely omitted from social 
interaction between the rational horses and this is similar to the social interaction between the 
Crakers. In Brave New World, promiscuity echoes Jimmy’s promiscuous behaviour in the pre-
pandemic world and cloning in the form of eugenics and genetical engineering is taken up in Crake 
and his mad scientist plan. In contrast to Swift, the literature turns out to be less interested in 
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perfectibility as idea of the Houyhnhnm moves into a sense of self-change in Brave New World and 
further into a sense of morphing and radical remodelling of human nature in Oryx and Crake. 
3.2.5 Bridge Pier Two – Topos, Setting and Theme 
This bridge pier shows the textual constructs of food and clothing as a survivalist theme and an 
indication of the individuals in the novel. Moreover it voices a possibility for social criticism. The 
dung-factor is an explicit reference to Gulliver’s Travels and the mass-production exemplified in the 
ChickieNobs certainly echoes the mass-production of foetuses in Brave New World. Nakedness in 
relation to the textual construct of clothing conveys a symbol of a new hour, a new beginning and 
perhaps redemption for mankind in Oryx and Crake. Moreover, the theme of sex, love and 
procreation deals with a fundamental element in most utopian/dystopian fiction, where the 
continuous dystopian dialogue essentially deals with the same basic questions about these ‘human 
preoccupations’. The literary dystopia has perhaps moved into a more radical restructuring of the 
human being, which is probably based on the radical advancement that has been made in science 
within this and the last century.  
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3.3 CRITICAL – Social Criticism  
In this third pier of the analytical bridge, I will consider the texts as ‘critical’. In the previous part of 
the analysis, I have argued that two contrasting settings are present in the three novels. In the 
following, I will take a closer look at the critical discussion of values that emerges from this split-
levelled construction, more precisely; I will compare the texts’ discussion of a most central theme, 
namely human nature. This will situate the overall satire of the three texts and lead to a discussion of 
the social and cultural critique. Moreover, the investigation of the utopian glimpses of hope within 
the dystopian setting will lead into a discussion of Atwood’s novel as a critical dystopia. 
3.3.1 A Critical Discussion of Human Nature 
The novels consist of split-levelled realities in the fact that there exist two contrasting settings in all 
three novels. This dialectic construction contains two anti-poles that bring out opposing views on 
the themes that the texts seek to discuss. The most central theme to all three novels is human 
nature. I will argue that the texts seem to suggest that human nature is both good and bad and that 
what will happen to mankind relies on a choice that humanity must make, or in this case that the 
reader must consider. In the following, I will demonstrate why.  
In Oryx and Crake, human nature is epitomised in the game that Jimmy and Crake play on the 
Internet called Extinctathon and which turns out to actually happen in reality through Crake’s quasi-
extinction of mankind. ‘EXTINCTATHON, Monitored by MaddAddam. Adam named the living animals, 
MaddAddam names the dead ones. Do you want to play?’ (Atwood, 2004:251 italics in text). Essential to 
this game is to know as much as possible about the extinct species of the world. Crake becomes 
Grandmaster and as it turns out, he ends up employing most of the genetical scientist, who were a 
part of this subversive underground group called ‘MaddAddam’. In their attempt to infiltrate the 
dystopian society, the MaddAddam group develops genetically spliced parasitic wasps, house mice, 
bean weevil, miniature rodent and asphalt-eating microbes to hinder the wheels of the corporate 
machine (Atwood, 2004:253). When introducing the subversive group to Jimmy, Crake says: 
 
“I thought at first they were just another crazy Animal Liberation org. But 
there’s more to it than that. I think they’re after the machinery. They’re after 
the whole system, they want to shut it down. So far they haven’t done any 
people numbers, but it’s obvious they could.” (Atwood, 2004:254). 
 
The ‘people numbers’ seems to be where Crake enters the picture; this is his ingenious contribution 
to the group and to the world. Through bioengineering, Crake’s master plan is to transform 
 
 
It would sound a note of plangent hope. 
I always like to end on those 
 
Atwood, The Tent (88) 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mankind by creating a gene splice that can rid man of his destructive features and then kill the 
human race, in order for Crake’s ‘Paradice models’ to inherit the planet.  
The Crakers, who are the new and improved humans, seem to be a genetically modified sort of 
‘noble savage’ or a satire thereof. Through eugenics and bioengineering, they have supposedly been 
cured from the corrupting influence of human nature and civilisation. They incorporate only the 
innate goodness of human nature, and elements like sex, love, old age, ugliness, violence, humour, 
art, literature, and religion have supposedly been done away with. However, Crake is partly proven 
wrong, because the Crakers do develop religious artefacts and start worshipping the gods, Oryx and 
Crake, asking Snowman to gradually provide them with their story of creation.  
 
The adulation of Crake enrages Snowman, though this adulation has been his 
own doing. The Crake they’re praising is his fabrication, a fabrication not 
unmixed with spite: Crake was against the notion of God, or of gods of any 
kind, and would surely be disgusted by the spectacle of his own gradual 
deification. (Atwood, 2004:119-120). 
 
Similarly in Brave New World, science has the ability to alter human nature. In this novel, human 
nature deals essentially with how man can be conditioned into being a specific tool and how human 
nature can be altered in order to obtain a ‘perfect society’, because in a sense this brave new world is 
a utopia that turns dystopian. Also here, the elimination of the many central features in human 
nature includes art, culture, literature, family, philosophy, religion etc. These are abolished to make 
way for a hedonistic society with promiscuity and drug abuse maintaining the social order. Here it 
would be interesting to interject the French philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau’s ideas of human 
nature, as he delivered them in his discourse on The Origin of Inequality. Rousseau states that civilised 
man is depraved man.  
 
(…) in the midst of so much philosophy, humanity and civilisation, and of 
such sublime codes of morality, we have nothing to show for ourselves but a 
frivolous and deceitful appearance, honour without virtue, reason without 
wisdom, and pleasure without happiness. (Rousseau, 1754: Part II, 15). 
 
The last three noun phrases, ‘honour without virtue, reason without wisdom, and pleasure without 
happiness’ epitomises exactly the essence of civilised man in Brave New World, and this is where the 
supposedly utopian society turns dystopian. Rousseau’s ideas also correspond rather well with Oryx 
and Crake, where Crake is the quintessential version of corrupt civilised man. Rousseau writes:  
 
Civilised man (…) is always moving, sweating, toiling and racking his brains to 
find still more laborious occupations; he goes on in drudgery to his last 
moment, and even seeks death to put himself in a position to live, or 
renounces life to acquire immortality. (Rousseau, 1754: Part II, 15). 
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This seems to theorise the exact event of that fatal moment, when Crake kills Oryx and the entire 
human race whereafter Jimmy kills Crake. Crake seeks his own immortalisation through his 
disturbed invention of the Crakers and his wish for the extinction of mankind. Crake’s madness and 
delusion of grandeur pushes him ever on in his pursuit of this immortalisation, even to his own 
death.  
Furthermore, human nature is equally a most central satirical point in Swifts’ Gulliver’s Travels, 
particularly when it comes to Book IV, which is just that: a great satire on the entire human race. The 
intertextual element with Oryx and Crake displays itself in man’s inability to reconcile himself with his 
true nature. Jimmy blindly refuses to understand human nature, including his own and Crake refuses 
to accept it in its form, ergo he tries to alter it. Gulliver, through his travels, ends up in Houyhnhnm 
land, where he finally comprehends man’s true nature and denounces it to the world. The uber-
rational horses, the Houyhnhnms, represent the unobtainable ideal of human nature, whereas the 
Yahoos represent man’s sinfulness. Rousseau again argues that: 
 
(…) so many writers have hastily concluded that man is naturally cruel, and 
requires civil institutions to make him more mild; whereas nothing is more 
gentle than man in his primitive state, as he is placed by nature at an equal 
distance from the stupidity of brutes, and the fatal ingenuity of civilised man. 
(Rousseau, 1754: Part II, 4). 
 
The Houyhnhnms represent exactly that man in his primitive state, as they can be perceived as the 
noble savage who lives without government, law, war, lies, deceit or punishment in much the same 
manner as the Crakers. The Crakers like the Houyhnhnms then represent a utopian ideal and Crake 
comes to symbolise everything immoral and unethical in man, carrying that fatal ingenuity of 
civilised man within him. However, we are still dealing with satire and both the Crakers and the 
Houyhnhnms can be perceived as the butt of the satire, implicating that these ideals are not worth 
striving for. The Yahoos can be perceived as depraved man illustrating the depth of humanity’s 
potential fall, if the ideal of reason is abandoned. The Crakers have some of the Yahoos in them, 
especially concerning the dung-parameter, which emphasises the satirical point I made before. In 
Oryx and Crake, Jimmy, like Gulliver, is somewhere in between the perfection and depravation of the 
human race. 
What it boils down to then is the question of whether man is inherently corrupt in his human 
nature or if it is cast upon him and finally what to do about it. In all three texts, there is a 
questioning of the cruelness and viciousness of human nature, to which the answer seems to be that 
people succumb to the worst things in themselves. This considerably bleak outlook is essentially 
dystopian. However, human nature and certain human qualities can apparently be altered by man’s 
technological and perhaps fatal ingenuity, in particular the destructive features, which could testify 
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to a more utopian or at least positive outlook. In the texts’ discussions of human nature, there seems 
to be a joint agreement that human nature is potentially both good and evil and what will happen 
will depend on man’s free agency and the use of his faculty of reasoning. According to Rousseau, 
this free agency has the potential of leading man out of his perfectible natural state, since there is a 
choice. As one writer puts it ‘Rousseau was certainly of the opinion that man’s plasticity was 
amenable to both exalted and depraved influences.’ (Boucher, 2003:245). This corresponds rather 
well with all of the three authors I am dealing with here. Swift is perhaps the most difficult to pin 
down, as he has been accused of misanthropy6. However, in Oryx and Crake it seems to be this exact 
faculty that could alter and improve the new, perhaps utopian, society that Snowman could build 
with the other humans alongside the Crakers, depending on the choice he and/or they will make. 
3.3.2 The Novel as Social Satire 
The novel as a social satire is another essential element when considering the critical stance. 
Intertextual references concerned with the progress of science and the discussion of human nature 
return in Atwood’s narrative. With time it is clear that the dystopian genre relate very much to its 
current social and historical reality. Therefore, Huxley takes up issues such as mass-production, 
assembly lines and cloning that was not a part of Swift’s social reality. Atwood brings yet other 
current issues into her novel that were neither a part of Huxley’s reality nor Swift’s. For instance, she 
accentuates current concerns about environmentalism, consumerism and biological engineering. 
Oryx and Crake is a social satire on contemporary issues such as the Internet, environmental 
policies, scientific progress and the decline of the human condition. As children of the Internet era, 
Jimmy and Crake spend much of their time surfing the Web as teenagers. Atwood has been fiddling 
with interesting inventions of words, and the novel displays some very inventive names of websites. 
For instance, there is a child pornography site called HottTotts and a suicide show called 
brainfrizz.com. There are also live executions in Asia on hedsoff.com and an assisted suicide show 
called nitee-nite.com, not to mention the Noodie News, naked journalists broadcasting the news. 
This is part of the fact within fiction element of Oryx and Crake, as there already exists such a 
Canadian website: nakednews.com. There are also the games that the two boys play, like ‘Kwiktime 
Osama’, ‘Blood and Roses’ or ‘Extinctathon’. The social satire portrays the power of the Internet to 
gather subversive groups, which displays today’s media show extrapolated and satirised. In its 
essence, the media appears to be populistic moneymaking on any possible kind of voyeuristic 
opportunity. 
                                                
6 This is a lengthy discussion that I will not venture into here. However, I will point out that I perceive Gulliver’s Travels, 
especially Book IV, like most modern critics, as ‘a burlesque of the misanthropic Gulliver’ (Gravil, 2001:105). I read the 
satire on human nature as exactly that, a satire. Swift is holding up a mirror and what we choose to do with this 
information is precisely a choice. (For a discussion on Swift’s misanthropy, see for instance Gravil, 2001:104-106). 
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Environmentalism is another key element of satire and warning in Oryx and Crake. It is 
exemplified by the emphasis on the changing setting, which gradually makes it increasingly difficult 
to live outdoors, as seasons change radically as a result of pollution. For example, Jimmy and Crake’s 
graduation takes place in February instead of the summer because of weather changes (Atwood, 
2004:203). Furthermore, vegetarianism is another key concept in the novel. The Crakers have been 
made herbivores to satisfy the increasing demand for vegetarians. ‘(…) you’d be surprised how many 
people would like a very beautiful, smart baby that eats nothing but grass. The vegans are highly 
interested in that little item.’ (Atwood, 2004:359). This is of course another satirical element in the 
Crakers. According to one critic: ‘The herbivorous Crakers are a parody of the liberal conception of 
unspoiled human nature (…)’ (Posner, 2003:35). As such they are an exaggerated version of human 
nature, which brings out a highly comical effect. 
 
Bordering on the Brave New World Satire 
Brave New World is essentially a social satire on consumption, cloning and human nature. As 
mentioned above, the satire in Brave New World consists of the elimination of the many central 
features in human nature in order to create this carefree and always happy-go-lucky feeling society. 
The discussion of scientific progress and technological enhancements in the form of genetical 
engineering and cloning is a definite intertextual element between Oryx and Crake and Brave New 
World. They are both satires on the human fixation of the body and bodily improvement. Anti-
ageing, liposuction and sexual enhancement are also related targets for the social satire in the novels. 
Huxley’s novel challenges views on morality, especially sexuality. Atwood’s novel deals perhaps 
more with the superficial enhancement and general prolonging of human life, but it also touches 
upon sexual freedom and sexually transmitted diseases. Furthermore, both of the novels deal with 
the meaninglessness of industrialised lives. It is an inhumane technological existence that is 
portrayed in Brave New World, which inevitably results in the loss of self. This is similar in Oryx and 
Crake, where Jimmy is confronted to the same thing. Science should not just be science for all 
possible means, but should be used with reflection and man should not be ‘enslaved’ or ‘adapted’ to 
it. ‘Science and technology would be used as though, like the Sabbath, they had been made for man, 
not (as at present and still more so in the Brave New World) as though man were to be adapted and 
enslaved to them.’ (Huxley, 2004:xxxi). 
Another intertextual space between Oryx and Crake and Brave New World is consumerism. In 
Brave New World, Fordism is linked with the capitalistic optimism of global markets and the 
recurrence of throwing away and buying new, epitomised in the hypnopaedia lessons: ‘ending is 
better than mending’ (Huxley, 2004:42). The assembly line and mass-production of for example the 
citizens of Brave New World testifies moreover to the radical futuristic vision of cloning. 
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Consumerism is also present in Oryx and Crake. However, it is perceived from the perspective of 
those fabricating the products, thereby we also get the notion of the fake publicity in play, and 
corporations here seem to stop at nothing to make profit on their literally useless products. This 
emphasises current social problems related to the irresponsibility of global corporations vis-à-vis the 
environment and the consumers. 
 
Taking up the Satire of Gull iver ’ s  Trave ls  
Gulliver’s Travels, especially Book IV, is a social satire on the human race, on human nature and the 
Age of Reason. The Houyhnhnms are perhaps a perfect ideal of reason and rationality, but that ideal 
is unobtainable and probably undesirable. In the Crakers, Atwood seems to have been much 
inspired by the Houyhnhnms and the Yahoos of Gulliver’s Travels. The Crakers are a satirised version 
of something hypothetically perfect. You take away all the bad points in human nature and add 
some other interesting features from the animal kingdom and you get strange pacifist green-eaters, 
who are perhaps better fitted for the current environmental state of the world, but also not 
particularly desirable. The Crakers are like the Houyhnhnms in that they are perfectly pacifist and 
ecologically viable. As for the Yahoos, the Crakers have inherited their dung-eating capabilities and 
are therefore explicitly satirical in contrast to their Houyhnhnm heritage. This double-sidedness is 
almost paradoxical and manifests the Crakers as the butt of the satire in Oryx and Crake. 
Moreover, it has been highly debated whether the Houyhnhnms should be perceived as 
something to strive for or if they together with the Yahoos epitomise Swift’s misogyny. It is obvious 
in Oryx and Crake that the Crakers are satirical and that they constitute a warning. Indeed, the text 
says nothing about their feelings, ideas or thoughts upon the whole situation, simply because it is 
not relevant as they constitute the target of the satire. One critic has remarked on Book IV of 
Gulliver’s Travels: ‘“While the Houyhnhnms are an insulting impossibility, the Yahoos, though not a 
reality, are an equally insulting possibility”.’ (Hogan, 1996:1170). The Crakers, it seems, incorporate 
both these possibilities. They are an insulting improvement of human nature and an equally insulting 
deterioration. 
3.3.3 The Utopian Horizon and the Critical Dystopia 
As has been defined by Moylan and Baccolini, the critical dystopia occasions utopian horizons, a 
self-reflexivity of the generic mode and a relation to predecessor texts. The three texts differ in the 
fact that Atwood’s novel can be considered as a critical dystopia, where Huxley’s is a classic dystopia 
and Swift’s could be labelled a satirical utopia (if you consider the entirety of Gulliver’s Travels). I will 
argue here that Oryx and Crake engages in a dialogue with its predecessors, which the intertextual 
spaces certainly testify to. Moreover, Oryx and Crake has some of the essential features of the critical 
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dystopia, such as genre blurring, open endings and counter-narratives. In the following, I will look at 
the possibilities for utopian horizons within the texts, and consider Oryx and Crake as a critical 
dystopia. 
 
The Utopian Horizon 
In Oryx and Crake, it is possible to view certain utopian elements, which provide the novel with small 
glimpses of hope in an otherwise dark and pessimistic narrative. One of the dystopian elements that 
turn out to constitute a utopian horizon is the Crakers. They can be considered as GM ‘noble 
savages’ and seem to be to Snowman what Friday is to Robinson Crusoe. The utopian aspect of the 
Crakers is particularly visible in the spiritual and social harmony in which they apparently live. 
Physically, the Crakers are improved humans. They have become what vanity instituted in human 
nature, as they literally look like fashion magazines will have us believe we should look like. 
 
Each is sound of tooth, smooth of skin. No ripples of fat around their waists, 
no bulges, no dimpled orange-skin cellulite on their thighs. No body hair, no 
bushiness. They look like retouched fashion photos, or ads for a high-priced 
workout program. (Atwood, 2004:115). 
 
Another such utopian element is the ‘Paradice Project’. The name of this project is of course 
satirical in the fact that it is not a paradise as such, but more like a Hell that brings about the 
downfall of man. The difference in spelling, ‘dice’, could signify gambling with life and death, or it 
could refer to the Greek goddess Dike, who ruled over moral justice and who was placed on earth 
to keep man just. If there is a point in the latter, it must be that it is a parody on this, that Crake has 
instituted himself as the ruler over moral justice and sees fit to eradicate the unjust man from the 
earth, including himself in the proceedings.  
 
”All it takes,” said Crake, “is the elimination of one generation. One generation 
of anything. Beetles, trees, microbes, scientists, speakers of French, whatever. 
Break the link in time between one generation and the next, and it’s game over 
forever.” (Atwood, 2004:261-262). 
 
In his Paradice dome, Crake with his ‘mad scientist’ dream of playing God, his Dr. Frankenstein 
attitude, develops and carries out his vision of a perfect utopian society. This implicates ethical 
questions of modern day science and to what extent man can and should meddle with nature. 
 
Atwood’s Critical Dystopia 
In Oryx and Crake, several features make the critical dystopia a relevant label to attach to this novel. 
First of all, there is the resistant enclave, discernible both in the subversive MaddAddam group, who 
wants to and succeeds in stopping the dystopian machinery but also in the enclave of the Crakers, 
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who perhaps unwillingly or at least unknowingly are to take over and create a new history. So 
interestingly enough, Crake, the villain, is actually one of the counter-narrative elements in the story. 
This shows the complexity of the novel. Second of all, Oryx and Crake uses genre blurring in that it 
borrows from many different genres: the castaway novel, the gothic novel, scientific discourse etc. 
Moreover, the novel contains an ambiguous open ending that resists closure. It seems up to reader 
to decide how the ending will actually be played out, which is exactly the point: it is for the future to 
decide. Further, there is a self-reflexive dialogue occurring with predecessor texts, where Atwood’s 
narrative effectively engages in a discussion and use of these texts, while at the same time giving 
homage to them. The self-reflexivity with precursor texts is for instance expressed in the action that 
the main characters have at their disposal. Snowman does not kill himself like John the Savage, nor 
does he hide himself like Gulliver. Instead he is perhaps the most human of the three, facing his 
mistakes and carrying on in an awareness of his responsibility, which is typical for the nostalgia and 
open-endedness of the critical dystopia. 
Concerning the critical dystopia’s ability to institute hope in the dystopian form, Oryx and Crake 
also manages this. Unlike Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, which essentially is an anti-utopian dystopia; 
Oryx and Crake does seem to suggest new possibilities, and the Crakers can be highlighted as a 
utopian enclave in this respect. It is not overshadowed by the tendency to pessimism or anti-
utopianism, and the last chapter ‘Footprint’ testifies to this, as we shall see in the last part of the 
analysis. Atwood’s novel Oryx and Crake can be considered a critical dystopia in that it functions as a 
means of teaching its readers new ways of perceiving the present, providing new ideas on how to 
alter the current social reality while the novel considers the implications of what we are doing right 
now. It enables readers to obtain a critical capacity, become informed, challenged and engaged and 
to see the nightmarish perspectives of our own present. 
3.3.4 Bridge Pier Three – Critical, Dystopia and Satire 
In this third bridge pier, I have looked at the text as critical. The three texts’ discussion of human 
nature conveys the essence of the cultural critique and social satire endowed in the novels. In Oryx 
and Crake, other social issues are also extrapolated to their logical conclusions as Atwood warns of 
environmental changes, eugenics and bio-terrorism. Especially Oryx and Crake remains silent on the 
definitive statement concerning the future of human nature, but the novel ends on an ambiguous 
suggestion that voices the melancholic hope that Atwood appreciates so much, cf. the quote from 
The Tent that introduced this bridge pier. This plangent hope is exactly the essence of the critical 
dystopia as it voices a positive pessimism, however subtle, and provides a possibility for resistance to 
the warnings that the novel raises.  
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3.4 ESTRANGEMENT – the Narrative Order 
This last stopover will concern itself with the narratology and estrangement in the novel. By looking 
at estrangement and the narrative order, I will determine the underlying manner of concealment in 
the dystopian plot construction. Moreover, in order to comprehend the novel’s dystopian 
achievement, I will also look at the use of language and memory in the texts, as these form the 
foundation for the dystopian counter-narrative.  
3.4.1 Narrator and Counter-Narrative 
In most dystopian fiction, the narrator is a voice often situated outside the confines of the story in 
order to provide the existence of a reality outside the narrative. The narrative structure in Oryx and 
Crake is constructed as a supposedly first person narration with omniscient comments. The novel is 
narrated through Snowman, the male narrator ‘(…) or rather male focaliser, for the story is told not 
in the first person but through third-person indirect interior monologue (…)’ (Howells, 2005:173). 
The structure of the book is dichotomous, as the equal numbered chapters are Snowman’s 
recollections of his past life, his life as Jimmy, and the odd numbered chapters are describing 
Snowman in his post-apocalyptic present.  
Moreover, Oryx and Crake is narrated in the present tense. As one Atwood critic notes about 
Atwood’s first dystopian novel The Handmaid’s Tale, it is ‘Narrated in the breathless present tense 
(…).’(Oates, 2006:20). This seems perhaps more adequate in The Handmaid’s Tale as we learn at the 
end that it is a narrated diary recorded on tape. In Oryx and Crake, the narration can seem somewhat 
odd at first, as it is not clear what the frame story really is or if there is one at all. Nevertheless, the 
narration seems to take on the form of an ongoing monologue conducted inside Snowman. This 
provides some interesting possibilities. Firstly, the reader gains a deeper insight into Snowman as an 
(alienated) character, secondly, it makes the novel more complex to grasp, and thirdly, it offers a 
more personalised account from an almost voyeuristic perspective. Atwood says about Oryx and 
Crake that ‘We just see its central characters living their lives within small corners of that society, 
much as we live ours. What they can grasp of the rest of the world comes to them through 
television and the Internet, and is thus suspect, because edited.’ (Atwood, 2004:517). 
The intertextuality concerned with the narrative structure is especially found in the fact that 
Atwood, like Swift, draws on different genres. For instance, the logbook or diary form that 
because the page darkens and ripples 
because it is liquid and unbroken 
because God has bitten his own tongue 
and the first bright word of creation  
hovers in the formless void 
unspoken   
Atwood, The Tent (83) 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constitutes the overall structure of Gulliver’s Travels with keywords commencing every chapter recalls 
Snowman’s interior monologue. Like Gulliver’s Travels, Oryx and Crake also touches upon genres like 
the castaway narrative, scientific discourse, picaresque fiction, science fiction, etc. (Hogan, 
1996:1167). As part of the generic palette, Oryx and Crake also draws in the gothic tale. 
According to Baccolini, dystopian fiction often has a climactic event as a result of the main 
character’s growing alienation. In Brave New World, that climactic event occurs in the finding and 
bringing back of John the Savage. In Oryx and Crake, the concealment of that fatal event when the 
world is lost is being built up along the narrative. The concealment is suggestive of the inner 
workings of Snowman as a character, as he has problems coming to terms with precisely that event. 
The climax occurs when the reader understands exactly what has happened to Snowman. In Oryx 
and Crake, the counter-narrative seems to be conducted both on the part of the educated dissidents 
as well as the ‘noble savages’. This amalgam of the MaddAddam group and the Crakers constitutes 
the essence of resistance in the text. As such, the former succeeds in putting an end to the dystopian 
society, even though they are not fully aware that it involves their own downfall, and the Crakers are 
an element in the MaddAddam group’s plan of resistance.  
3.4.2 Estrangement and Narrative Order  
Estrangement has the possibility to engage a critical sense in the reader towards the text, but more 
importantly it can also foster a critical sense towards the reader’s own empirical reality. All three 
novels begin with a certain textual estrangement, which is typical for this kind of narrative. It is 
interesting to note that the two classics still hold valid in terms of inducing this critical sense in the 
reader, even though we are no longer in their contemporary social reality. In fact, they can be read 
without necessarily having an extensive general knowledge of the social and historical period within 
which they were written. However, the political social satire in Gulliver’s Travels and the social satire 
of America in Brave New World are best understood with knowledge of the debates of the times 
within which the novels were written. In Oryx and Crake, the textual estrangement is especially 
present in the first chapter and, when comparing it with the last chapter, it is possible to see how the 
perspective of the novel has changed. The positive, anti-anti-utopian outlook, which is a central 
aspect to the critical dystopia, is clearly discernible here. 
In Oryx and Crake, there is a foregrounding of the story, in particular surrounding the fatal 
moment of the pandemic outbreak and Snowman’s realisation of his own part in the bio-terrorist 
act. Concurrently with his gradual understanding of the fatal event, Snowman begins to regret what 
has happened and what he has done or more accurately failed to do.  
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”I didn’t do it on purpose,” he says, in the snivelling child’s voice he reverts to 
in this mood. “Things happened, I had no idea, it was out of my control! What 
could I have done? Just someone, anyone, listen to me please!” (Atwood, 
2004:50-51).  
 
Seeking redemption in his guilt ridden state of mind, his own involvement as an accomplice in the 
bio-terrorist act finally becomes clear to him as he quite literally faces the ghosts of his past at his 
return to the ‘Paradice Dome’. The ‘vulturized’ corpses of Oryx and Crake are still there on the floor 
where he left them, decaying. ‘Here are Crake and Oryx, what’s left of them. They’ve been 
vulturized, they’re scattered her and there, small and large bones mingled and in disarray, like a giant 
jigsaw puzzle.’ (Atwood, 2004:391). As readers, we speculate up until the last hundred pages what 
really happened, and this foregrounding and creation of suspense is part of the estrangement 
mechanism of the textual concealment that Atwood employs in her narrative. 
On a more detailed level, the opening page of the novel offers an initial textual estrangement in 
the very first word: Snowman. ‘Snowman wakes before dawn.’(Atwood, 2004:3). The name chosen 
for the character is bizarre and it is uncertain whether we are entering a children’s story or a science 
fiction narrative. There is also the description of the tide coming in ‘(…) wish-wash, wish-wash, the 
rhythm of a heartbeat’ and the sun rising ‘(…) with a rosy deadly glow’ (Atwood, 2004:3). The 
emphasis on heartbeat connotes to love and life, the deadly glow denotes bloodshed and death. This 
conflictual description between life and death indicates the nature of the narrative. Furthermore, in 
the first chapter of Oryx and Crake entitled ‘Mango’, the reader is faced with an urban and natural 
imagery both of which are rolled into the description. The conflict between the natural and the 
urban environment seems to be of vital importance.  
 
The shrieks of the birds that nest out there and the distant ocean grinding 
against the ersatz reefs of rusted car parts and jumbled bricks and assorted 
rubble sound almost like holiday traffic. (Atwood, 2004:3). 
 
It is clear that the description of the setting indicates that something has happened and that we do 
not find ourselves in the normal state of the world. What we have here is an indication of the post-
apocalypse through the textual estrangement.  
The next estrangement is related to Snowman’s watch, which is not working: ‘A blank face is 
what it shows him: zero hour.’ (Atwood, 2004:3), and we learn that ‘Nobody nowhere knows what 
time it is.’ (Atwood, 2004:3). The use of the present tense situates this statement in the textual 
estrangement register as the reader is now quite sure that something must be wrong. Moreover, the 
first chapter in general offers indications of finality and is suggestive of the Last Man scenario and 
the post-apocalyptic setting. Snowman makes clear that ‘(…) blood poisoning is the last thing he 
needs’ and the chocolate-flavoured energy bar ‘(…) might be the last one he’ll ever find’ (Atwood, 
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2004:4). He also keeps beer bottles ‘for sentimental reasons’ (Atwood, 2004:4). All this is 
symptomatic of the fatalistic narrative and induces the reader to grasp the plot, the character and the 
setting as ominous of the future. 
Comparing the opening chapter of Oryx and Crake with the closing chapter entitled ‘Footprint’, 
the wording and description is exactly the same, but the final chapter has been added several 
positive adjectives. Again Snowman wakes before dawn and the rhythm of heartbeat and the rosy 
deadly glow is still there, but ‘He gazes at it with rapture (…) the heart seized, carried away (…).’ 
(Atwood, 2004:429). Snowman asks: ‘After everything that’s happened, how can the world still be so 
beautiful? Because it is.’ (Atwood, 2004:429). Whereafter he compares the same bird shrieks, not 
this time to the human sound of holiday traffic, but instead to something ‘(…) that sounds like 
nothing human.’ (Atwood, 2004:429). The similarity device between these two chapters expresses 
the positive and perhaps utopian outlook at the end of the novel. Even though the ending, as the 
chapter goes on, is left open and ambiguous, these positive adjectives seem to suggest an optimistic 
or at least hopeful feel on the part of Atwood. This is exactly the ‘plangent hope’ that she so likes to 
end her novels on. 
The intertextual parallel of the textual estrangement can be found in both of the other novels as 
well. In Gulliver’s Travels, a similar foregrounding of the text occurs both in the keywords of each 
chapter, but also in the direct address to the reader. This constitutes another way of bringing in the 
reader and giving a taste of what is to come. The textual estrangement also manifests itself in the 
description of the Yahoos that we learn later on are actually human beings. In Brave New World, the 
whole first chapter is an estrangement exercise for the reader in understanding the civilised society. 
Initial estrangement occurs in the names of buildings and in the fact that there is a ‘(…) World 
State’s motto: community, identity, stability’ (Huxley, 2004:2). Seeing literature as a dialogue, it is 
interesting to note that estrangement has the same effect on the reader, regardless of the fact that 
these classics are from two different centuries than that of Oryx and Crake. The novels’ estrangement 
is still functional and the novels actually stress important issues that we are still dealing with today. 
Even though they were written in very different social and historical contexts, the dystopian 
dialogue in Oryx and Crake accentuates the same issues and employs the same narrative concealment. 
3.4.3 Language and Memory 
The counter-narrative is connected with the idea of language, which is essential to dystopian fiction 
as the conflict of the text is often centred on the control of language. Language can be used as a 
means to exert control by the hegemonic dystopian society, e.g. Nineteen Eighty-Four and the idea of 
‘thought crime’ and ‘Newspeak’. But language can also be used to establish the subversive subjects’ 
resistance towards the dystopian society. On a more overall basis, the protagonist is often employed 
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to use language as a hegemonic tool, as propaganda. It is part of the counter-narrative to re-establish 
the language, to reaffirm its use and take over it in order to resist the dystopian setting. 
Language in Oryx and Crake plays a very important part. In his life as Jimmy, Snowman is a 
‘words-man’, who is working as an ‘ad-man’, and he uses language as a propaganda tool to conform 
to the dystopian society, where he is employed to invent slogans to sell useless products. As Jimmy, 
Snowman was a regular propagandist.  
 
Pills to make you fatter, thinner, hairier, balder, whiter, browner, blacker, 
yellower, sexier, and happier. It was his task to describe and extol, to present 
the vision of what – oh, so easily! – could come to be. (Atwood, 2004:291).  
 
This emphasis on language is also present in Brave New World, where Bernard’s friend 
Helmholtz Watson is employed in much the same manner as Jimmy. He also invents new slogans 
that help maintain ‘civilisation’ in the state it is in. Helmholtz wants to write better and more 
violently, but he feels he is being held back by the conventions and regulations of the dystopian 
regime. Similarly, Jimmy does not feel satisfied by the success at his job: ‘He should have been 
pleased by his success with these verbal fabrications, but instead he was depressed by them.’ 
(Atwood, 2004:292). This corresponds to the theoretical elements of the dystopian genre, where 
language works as a tool of resistance, but also as a tool of propaganda. Moreover, their 
dysfunctional behaviour in relation to language underlines the discontentment and growing 
alienation on behalf of the characters. Atwood’s dystopian dialogue seems to repeat the paradox of 
the protagonist’s problem of conforming while resisting. 
Interestingly, the Crakers, whom I have argued constitute an element of the counter-narrative in 
Oryx and Crake, have had their language simplified. This is equally suggestive of Newspeak in 
Nineteen Eighty-Four and shows the idea of limiting language in order to make humans conform to a 
certain system. The Crakers’ language has been purged from all unnecessary linguistic ornaments. 
They cannot use language to make fun; a concept they do not understand, because Crake estimated 
it superfluous and a part of the ill will in humans.  
 
“For jokes you need a certain edge, a little malice. It took a lot of trial and error 
and we’re still testing, but I think we’ve managed to do away with jokes. He 
raised his glass, grinned at Jimmy. “Glad you’re here, corknut,” he said. 
(Atwood, 2004:360).  
 
Just to emphasise the point, Crake makes a joke by using the word ‘corknut’, a word that Jimmy got 
from Alex the Parrot and which he used as a child to insult other people with. So in the post-
apocalyptic setting of Oryx and Crake, language becomes a relic of the past, as Snowman is the last 
man to remember antiquated words and the only one to understand and make jokes.  
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In terms of intertextuality, the Crakers cannot tell lies and their naïveté is similar to the 
Houyhnhnms in Gulliver’s Travels. On a more meta-textual level, Atwood’s first epigraph is from 
Gulliver’s Travels and reads: 
 
“I could perhaps like others have astonished you with strange improbable tales; 
but I rather chose to relate plain matter of fact in the simplest manner and 
style; because my principal design was to inform you, and not to amuse you.” 
Jonathan Swift, Gulliver’s Travels. (Atwood, 2004: epigraph). 
 
This certainly shows the self-reflexive dialogue with earlier texts and signals Atwood’s emphasis on 
language in general. Like Swift, the aim to inform, not to amuse and to convey the narrative in the 
simplest manner and style manifests once and for all Atwood’s satirical outlook and homage to 
Swift. 
 
Memory and Nostalgia 
With memory, the alienated subject has a possibility to talk back to the hegemonic power and 
reassert his/her belief of an alternative truth. The subversive subject will often remember a 
suppressed knowledge that looks to the future or the past and sets the subject free from the 
hegemonic story. Moreover, memory often has the function of being nostalgia for a Golden Age, 
and like language, memory constitutes an important relation to the hegemonic order of the 
dystopian society and the general subversiveness of the dystopian narrative. It also functions as a 
means of a counter-act, and in Snowman’s case it constitutes the sanity of his mind. In Oryx and 
Crake, Snowman as the humanist and artist defines himself by words, and in the Crakers’ world 
language becomes a way of not perishing, but remaining alive. As the supposedly last man on earth, 
it becomes increasingly important to remember words.  
 
”Hang on to the words,” he tells himself. The odd words, the old words, the 
rare ones. Valence. Norn. Serendipity. Pibroch. Lubricious. When they’re gone out of 
his head, these words, they’ll be gone, everywhere, forever. As if they had 
never been. (Atwood, 2004:78). 
 
The dissolving of language exemplifies therefore Snowman’s mental disintegration, which is closely 
linked with a feeling of apathy and uselessness. This also echoes Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, as 
Newspeak seeks to systematically eradicate any ‘superfluous’ expressions, destroying language and 
thereby independent thought and freedom. Here it seems that loneliness and time will be the  ‘(…) 
boot stamping on a human face – for ever.’(Orwell, 2000:280). Snowman’s longing for the world 
before is also an echo of Winston’s nostalgia for the Golden Age, John the Savage longing for a 
world with Shakespeare, religion and misery or Gulliver’s longing to be in the presence of his 
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rational horses. The dystopian dialogue stresses the importance of memory in these alienated 
characters and establishes it as a part of the counter-narrative. 
3.4.4 Bridge Pier Four – Estrangement 
I have now established the narratological structure of Oryx and Crake and looked at the textual 
estrangement as it manifests itself in the introductory wording and in the description of the setting 
in the first chapter. Estrangement is a fundamental element of dystopian narratives and can foster a 
critical sense in the reader. Interestingly this happens regardless of the fact that Brave New World and 
Gulliver’s Travels have been written in two very different social and historical contexts. The 
estrangement as manifested in Oryx and Crake is engaging and the novel as a generic hybrid follows 
Swift’s genre blurring in Gulliver’s Travels. Moreover, the genre blurring in Oryx and Crake can be 
perceived as an important argument for considering this novel as a critical dystopia. Adding to this, I 
have also touched upon the narrator and counter-narrative, where the counter-narrative forms a part 
of the resistance to the hegemonic dystopian society. This is equally essential to the critical dystopia. 
Language, memory and nostalgia are also basic elements to consider, and Oryx and Crake have here 
similarities with Nineteen Eight-Four as well as Gulliver’s Travels and Brave New World. As a part of the 
dystopian dialogue, Oryx and Crake employs central aspects of the dystopian genre and engages with 
the social dreaming of both Brave New World and Gulliver’s Travels in both the form and the content 
of their social dreaming. 
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4..   Carr rr yiing  Itt   Overr     
At the end of the analytical bridge, we enter the land of perspectives. As a discussion of the 
analytical results opens up for new aspects of the subject matter, I will here consider the outcome of 
my academic endeavour by ‘carrying it over’, i.e. I will both discuss the results and deal with them in 
a new context. Four different facets of the discussion will be touched upon in this part. Firstly, I will 
ease into the discussion by summing up the results of the four analytical bridge piers, whereafter I 
will remark on the background of Oryx and Crake and deal with some of the raised criticism 
pertaining to Atwood’s novel. Secondly, I will consider the comparison with the two older novels 
and reflect on the relevance of these choices, as well as offer new perspectives as to what further 
intertexts could be submitted for consideration. Thirdly, I will critically assess the analytical method 
and review the uncertainties and limitations related to this. Finally, I will take a look at the 
theoretical field of utopianism and discuss the implications of dystopia versus utopia, whereafter I 
will consider Oryx and Crake as a critical dystopia, and thereby circle back to a discussion of the 
literary achievement of Oryx and Crake. 
 
4.1 An Investigation into Oryx and Crake  
During the crossing of the analytical bridge, I made four stopovers to consider the foundations of 
the bridge. These stopovers at the four bridge piers cleared the road to the main question and dealt 
with the issue of how Oryx and Crake engage with the social dreaming of Brave New World and 
Gulliver’s Travels (Book IV) and sought to consider the effect of this.  
Now, having crossed by these four bridge piers, it is fairly easy to see that the social dreaming 
of the two older novels forms indeed an intertextual element with Oryx and Crake. This novel 
engages with Swift’s and Huxley’s social dreaming in both content and form by the use of different 
textual devices. The intertextuality is reflected in the more structural form of the novel in for 
instance the character’s alienation and the symbolic names as dysfunctional characteristics. But the 
intertextuality is also mirrored in the setting and the textual constructs of food, clothing and 
breeding habits, all of which are essential elements in all of the novels’ social dreaming and all of 
which constitute an key concern for dystopian narratives.  
Further, the textual device of satire signifies that the three novels all function as social satires 
and cultural critiques. In Oryx and Crake, Atwood explores central aspects of Swift’s and Huxley’s 
critical social dreaming. The satire on the human race and human nature and the cultural critique of 
consumerism and mass-production are just some of the central concepts that Atwood continues 
with in Oryx and Crake. However, Atwood adds further to these by taking up contemporary social 
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problems such as environmentalism, eugenics, child prostitution and the influence of the media on 
our daily lives. The final bridge pier took up yet another textual device that constitutes an element of 
intertextuality, namely estrangement. This concept is particularly linked up with the novels being 
dystopian in form. As such, they all embody a textual estrangement, which in turn conditions 
possibilities of a critical ability in the reader. It is nicely done in Oryx and Crake, especially as the 
reader in the end can contrast the first and the last chapter to infer the general melancholic, though 
in my opinion potentially positive, outlook on the central theme of human nature.  
4.1.1 Logical Conclusions and Criticism 
I will now consider some new aspects of Oryx and Crake, especially the background for writing of 
the novel and the criticism that has been raised to it. 
Margaret Atwood states that she had been cutting out newspaper and science articles,‘(…) 
‘noting with alarm that trends derided ten years ago as paranoid fantasies had become possibilities, 
then actualities.’’ (Margaret Atwood, ‘Writing Oryx and Crake’ in Howells, 2005:174). Atwood’s 
method of research here is similar to that of The Handmaid’s Tale, where she also noted and cut out 
articles and then brought these different human inventions to what she termed ‘their logical 
conclusions’ (Atwood, ‘Interview with Margaret Atwood’, 1998). Furthermore, she says about Oryx 
and Crake that: 
 
Every novel begins with a what if, and then sets forth its axioms. The what if of 
Oryx and Crake is simply, What if we continue down the road we’re already on? How 
slippery is the slope? What are our saving graces? Who’s got the will to stop us? (Atwood, 
2003a:4). 
 
In Oryx and Crake, the logical conclusions seem to primarily revolve around a discussion of human 
nature, and it functions as a warning of the slippery scientific slope we have already hit. Bio-
terrorism and genetical engineering have perhaps not yet seen the light of day in such a radical form 
as Atwood describes, but she has not invented anything that is not already in play in some form 
somewhere in the world. It is perhaps a radical but nonetheless real extrapolation of the human 
condition, as it can be perceived today. 
Oryx and Crake has been criticised for lacking narrative and psychological depth (Mendelsohn, 
2003:43) and for portraying Jimmy with a moral insight, when some critics claim that he has 
insufficient intelligence or psychological depth as a character to make this valid (Posner, 2003:31). 
Also Crake has been criticised for lacking motivation to carry out his ‘speciescide’ (Posner, 2003:31). 
I do not subscribe to these criticisms; if any, mine would be concerned with Oryx, whom I find a 
little too vague and malleable as the sole female character in the novel. However, it is probably a 
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point in itself that Oryx is volatile and evasive and that Crake lacks human empathy, as it 
considerably increases the overall symbolism of human nature in the novel.  
If Oryx and Crake can be considered vague in regard to the psychological characteristics of the 
characters, I would argue that this is partly due to the narrative texture, since we are experiencing the 
novel through one single focaliser, namely Snowman. I am not of the opinion that this takes away 
from the novel, on the contrary, I believe it mirrors the way we live our lives today, as Atwood 
herself has mentioned. The narrative is suspect because it is filtered through Snowman, much as his 
information concerning the pre-pandemic world is edited through the media. Considering this 
validity of the narrative texture, I have also accounted for the criticism of the lack of narrative depth. 
I am under the impression that the novel functions very much like Atwood’s highly acclaimed first 
dystopian novel, The Handmaid’s Tale. To me, it appears just as rich in its psychological perspectives 
into the inner workings of the mind of Snowman, and, to do him justice, his moral insight at the end 
does in fact start out as a ‘moral myopia’; the sunglasses are a hint. 
 
4.2 HumanityS Lost – a Central Theme 
The title of this paragraph is a pun on ‘humanity is lost’ and ‘humanities are lost’ and in the context 
of Oryx and Crake, this refers to the ideas in the novel concerned with the extinction of man and the 
negative emphasis on the humanities as a field, both of which are elements of satire. These two ideas 
are relevant issues of intertextuality between the texts, and there seems to be a continuous dialogue 
within dystopian fiction concerning this duality. Considering the first, humanity is lost refers to the 
theme at the core of all the three novels, namely that of human nature. The critical discussion of 
human nature constitutes an intertextual element and exposes a mirror in front of the reader. 
Essentially the texts seem to agree that mankind is capable of both good and bad and that there is a 
potential for improvement, though it is not limitless.  
Regarding the second idea concerned with the humanities, it is interesting to note the emphasis 
on science in both Oryx and Crake and Brave New World, and partly Gulliver’s Travels, especially Book 
III and the scientific institute of Laputa. The satirical view on the humanities and its qualities deals 
with the fact that mankind has gone astray in a scientific and technological race and that in 
contemporary societies funding is mainly given to scientific research fields, not the humanities. 
Apparently this inspires or perhaps frightens authors into inventing these dystopian novels that 
stress the relevance of the humanities. Margaret Atwood stated in one interview: ‘A lot of writers 
don’t know anything about science and they don’t really care about. (…) It’s not that scientists don’t 
read books, it is often that writers cannot speak or read the language of science at all.’ (Case & 
McDonald 2003:1-2). The dystopian dialogue continues on this theme, as Atwood raises concern 
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about the human future. She builds on Huxley’s accentuation of the use of the humanities as instant 
gratification (the Feelies) in Brave New World as well as Swift’s satire on scientific control of the 
world in the voyage to Laputa (Book III), which amounts to a point where nothing functions because 
it must be calculated by mathematical formulas.  
In the comparison with Brave New World and Gulliver’s Travels Book IV, I have established how 
they seem to function as intertexts to Oryx and Crake. The choice of these two novels for the analysis 
turned out to be highly relevant and they complemented each other on different intertextual aspects 
of Oryx and Crake. Huxley’s Brave New World deals with many of the same social themes as Atwood’s 
Oryx and Crake, for example the criticism of consumerism and technological progress. These are not 
necessarily central ideas in Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels Book IV, but the general satire on human nature 
is. The dystopian dialogue then continues in Oryx and Crake and Atwood’s answering voice on the 
theme of human nature seems to suggest a positive opening at the end of the novel. 
4.2.1 A Social Satire 
As I have already sketched out the social satire and cultural critique of the novels, I will here discuss 
the function of writing social satire and the problems this entails. Swift, the grandmaster of this art, 
intended the use of satire as a way of reshaping and amending society, but as one critic points out: 
‘Throughout his literary career, Swift often expressed doubt about the efficacy of satire and its 
power to reform or improve society.’ (Hogan, 1996:1165). Swift was influenced by the ideas of the 
Enlightenment, but he also related to them critically as is apparent from Gulliver’s Travels and 
especially the satire on Reason as expressed in Book IV. Atwood writes about Swift and satirical 
utopias: 
Insofar as they are critical of society as it presently exists, but nevertheless take 
a dim view of the prospects of the human race, utopias may verge on satire, as 
do Swift’s and More’s and Wells’s. (Atwood, “Everybody is happy now”, 
2007). 
 
In Oryx and Crake, it is the anchor to the political scene of contemporary cultural readers that is of 
particular interest. One critic wrote: ‘(…) Oryx and Crake – a book clearly intended for the political 
edification of its audience (…)’ (Mendelsohn, 2003:43). Atwood states in an interview that she 
intended the book to be an eye-opener for the ‘general voting public’.  
 
I’m not so worried about the scientists as everybody else. The scientists, if 
they’re life scientists, already know all of this. (…) But it would be the general 
voting public that I would be more concerned about, more particularly that 
they should start paying attention to preserving their biosphere. (Case & 
McDonald 2003:4).  
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It is clearly the same mindset as Swift’s that lies behind the idea of Oryx and Crake as a social satire 
and cultural critique, and this is where the novels advocate the possibility for social change by 
instituting a critical ability in the reader. Like Brecht’s alienation effect, the social satire functions as 
a reworking of the reader and his or her understanding of contemporary society. 
Moreover, the reference to Swift in the first epigraph of Oryx and Crake reads, the ‘principal 
design was to inform, and not to amuse’. The fact that both novels actually do both is another 
satirical pun on the part of the authors. I would argue that it is precisely through amusement that 
information is given and that the critical ability is inflamed in the reader. So irony and satire as 
literary devices open up for self-criticism in the reader, as laughing about serious issues presents the 
world from a different angle and gives another and more critical perception thereof. Furthermore, 
the function of social satire and the presence of dystopian aspects occasion an element of warning in 
the novels.  
4.2.2 Open Endings and Ambiguous Change 
In literature, essentially three endings seem possible: the text can either make the dystopian setting 
persist or it can make it die out in a happy ending; and finally it can make it ambiguous and open. In 
doing the latter, the text opens up for resistance and this is where we can find utopia in dystopia.  
Oryx and Crake ends on such an ambiguous note, ‘the plangent hope’ that Atwood likes to end 
her stories on. Snowman comes to terms with the fact that the world as he knew it has come to an 
end and he faces his own role in the course of the events. The ambiguous ending resounds a new 
hour, a new history commencing and a symbolic rebirth. It is nevertheless subtle, ambiguous and 
open for interpretation. The final words ‘Time to go’ (Atwood, 2004:433) can either signify to go 
forward or to go back. One critic interprets this as to ‘withdraw’: ‘(…) Jimmy/Snowman 
contemplates his fellow human beings at a similar distance and withdraws: “Zero hour, Snowman 
thinks. Time to go.”’ (Oates, 2006:22). I must confess that I understand these final three words as 
quite the contrary of withdrawing. In the comparison with the initial chapter of the book, my 
reading suggests that Snowman moves forward, the melancholic hope pushes him to do so, as 
humanity, however parasitic and destructive it may be, is designed for self-preservation and will 
move on. Yet, it is of course distinctly ambiguous and perhaps each individual interpretation says 
more about the reader than it does about the novel. However, if Oryx and Crake can be considered a 
critical dystopia, the voice of hope, melancholic, plangent or otherwise is precisely the essence 
igniting the resistant nature of the narrative. 
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4.2.3 Novels of the Past – New Perspectives 
In the postmodern era, intertextuality can be perceived as a somewhat parasitic concept, since it 
seems next to impossible to invent something new, when everything appears to be invented already. 
However, the use of intertextuality in Oryx and Crake is not a mere pastiche or an effortless imitation 
of a style or novel. The very vivid and diverse use of many different intertextual allusions, references 
and the continuation of concepts from many different novels or elements of novels testifies to a 
thorough and rich operation of ideas and shows the novel’s plurality and depth. In fact, its use of 
intertextuality only augments the novel’s literary value and the novel is neither weakened nor trivial 
as it invents, extracts and extrapolates old and new social problems. Intertextuality is simply a way of 
giving shape and form to the text, a way to control and order the fictional work.  
Having established the continuous dystopian dialogue between Oryx and Crake and Brave New 
World and Gulliver’s Travels Book IV, it is of course possible to find other relevant intertexts. I will 
briefly consider some of the other possible references and allusions that the novel seems to be 
dealing with in order to stir up a possible appetite for further analytical investigations. In passing, I 
have already touched upon the intertextuality with regard to Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719), 
especially when it comes to the castaway narrative and the indication that one critic gave concerning 
the last chapter. ‘(…) Snowman (…) is a knockoff of Robinson Crusoe: the title of her [Atwood’s] 
last chapter, “Footprint”, is a clue.’ (Posner, 2003:31).  
Also The Handmaid’s Tale and Nineteen Eighty-Four have been referred to in passing and these are 
also relevant for further investigation. Moreover, the recurrent noun phrase ‘zero hour’ could 
suggest an echo of Milton’s the ‘evil hour’ in Paradise Lost, referring to Eve’s fatal decision and 
mankind’s subsequent expulsion from the Garden of Eden. ‘So saying, her rash hand in evil hour. 
Forth reaching to the Fruit, she pluck’d, she eat.’ (Milton Paradise Lost, Book 9:780 in Luxon, 2002). 
In Oryx and Crake, Snowman finds himself in this zero hour, an evil hour, where he has to decide in 
which direction mankind must turn. In this timeless vacuum, the fate of mankind can come down 
on either side of ‘eating the apple’, as man will either prevail and perhaps get it right this time or he 
will withdraw and hand the world over to the Crakers.  
The imagery in Oryx and Crake suggests parodies of images of Heaven and there are several 
biblical references. First of all, there is the obvious appellation of ‘the Paradice dome’, which 
denotes a paradise that is being gambled with or a parody of man as a ruler over moral justice. 
Moreover, there is the Crakers’ Garden of Eden and the laws of science that expulses them from the 
‘Paradice Dome’. 
 
(…) instead of offering her [Atwood’s] contemporary readers Milton’s 
theological model of ‘Man’s First Disobedience’ and the Fall, with the 
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expulsion of Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden followed by the 
promise of Christ’s salvation, Atwood offers a revision of that myth for a post-
Christian world. Here it is not the laws of God but the laws of science, which 
constitute the postmodern version of a transcendent metanarrative. (Howells, 
2005:182). 
 
Another biblical reference can be found in Snowman and his abode in a tree. This could reasonably 
be a reference to the tree of life, or perhaps more adequately to the tree of forbidden knowledge, 
which becomes the three of death. Snowman is the knowledge, and perhaps he is also the serpent 
offering the Crakers the apple. However, the contrast between the three of death and the three of 
life is highly ambiguous, and a further intertextual investigation could perhaps suggest some possible 
answers to this riddle. 
Moreover, the emphasis on the humanities and on books as something dangerous, outdated or 
insignificant in its opposition to technological and scientific progress suggest an intertextual link 
with another famous dystopian classic: Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 (1953). In Fahrenheit 451, 
books are burned by firemen; in Oryx and Crake, they are scheduled for destruction. As part of the 
job he obtains at the university library, Jimmy is employed just as the main character of Bradbury’s 
novel to be a ‘book burner’, but Jimmy is eventually fired for an insufficient destruction rate of the 
books. 
 
4.3 The Dystopian Dialogue – Intertextuality as a Method 
In this part, I will consider some of the limitations and uncertainties pertaining to intertextuality as 
an analytical method. Quoting literary critic Northrop Frye, the review by Richard A. Posner points 
to the intertextual foundation in literature. ‘(…) we should bear in mind the precept of Atwood’s 
teacher Northrop Frye that “poetry can only be made out of other poems; novels out of other 
novels”. (Posner, 2003:31). This echoes Umberto Eco’s statement of books always speaking of other 
books and telling stories that have already been told. In the present literary context, the method of 
intertextuality appears relevant because it underlines these two literary critics’ statements that 
everything is written on the basis of something else. Moreover, it enables a different perspective of 
the analysis of literary texts, as it emphasizes the idea that novels are built on the ‘shoulders of 
giants’ in Sir William Temple’s words. The world can then be perceived as one vast mosaic of 
quotations, as Kristeva would put it. 
But a choice always entails one thing and excludes another, and the methodological choice of 
this dissertation is no different. Therefore, it necessarily provokes some problems or limitations. 
One problem related to intertextuality is perhaps that it is a very fluid concept in literary theory and 
covers a large and diverse field of study. Moreover, the concept in itself suggests that everything can 
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be intertextual, which certainly necessitates a narrow focus of investigation. This is where a 
consensus about genre can be useful. The palimpsest of Oryx and Crake suggests that elements of the 
dystopian genre are being reused or altered but that the novel still bears visible traces of earlier 
narratives, in both form and content, and this is where the dystopian dialogue sets in motion.  
I have been inspired by the concept of intertextuality, and even though I do not subscribe to all 
its elements, it has formed the analytical entrance into the texts. In this dissertation, emphasis has 
been placed on intertextuality in the form of literary allusions, explicit and implicit references and 
similarities in general in order to invoke the voice of Oryx and Crake in the dystopian dialogue. 
Moreover, in the view of how I have dealt with three very different novels, from very different 
periods, an analysis of the text as part of the dystopian dialogue shows how the genre develops while 
still taking up many of the same issues.  
A final remark about intertextuality in Oryx and Crake has to do with a more meta-fictional level. 
At the end of the novel, Atwood provides the reader with a website for ‘deep background’ 
information to be found at ‘oryxandcrake.com’ (Atwood, 2004:435). On this website, she issues a 
booklist of non-fictional reading material that the reader can look further into in order to 
understand the urgency of her novel, since most elements are already happening or has happened 
somewhere in the world. So the novel becomes partly educational or at least informative in nature 
by functioning as a pathway to knowledge, which again suggests ‘the political edification of its 
readers’.  When Atwood acknowledges this background material, it is this use of para-texts that 
situates her account in a certain historical era. Regardless of the fact that she does not use all of the 
references explicitly in the text, they are nonetheless there in the form of intertexts with her 
contemporary historical and social surrounding, expressing and repressing the voices within society 
and continuing the dystopian dialogue. 
 
4.4 Utopia and Dystopia 
Oryx and Crake gravitates towards the field of utopianism and I will here discuss the implications of 
the opening sentence of this dissertation, namely dystopia versus utopia. In relation to the field of 
utopianism, an interesting and ambitious question to advance is why dystopias appear to be better 
literary achievements than utopias. As suggested in the introduction, it is interesting and worthwhile 
to observe mankind’s propensity for emphasizing weaknesses and misfortunes rather than ‘the 
good’. Consequently, it is apparently more interesting to hear about Hells than about Heavens. As 
pessimism and fatalism seem to be carried within man, they are also expressed, maintained, renewed 
or adapted in literature, film, and music as well as through a wide range of communicative gateways. 
But are ‘Sapiens’ fundamentally pessimists?  
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The answer to this profound conundrum must be found within the subject itself. In the very 
nature of being human lies the expression of a shared understanding of what everyone is presumably 
experiencing as the ‘real’, in its essence the very notion of human nature. Highly communicative 
about this experience of the real, man possesses a singularity proper to his kind, namely the 
awareness of his own death and such a universal ‘feeling’ knows neither cultural frontiers, nor 
specific time locations. 
Furthermore, in utopia and the notion of eternal bliss lies an inherent state of inertia, for which 
man is perhaps not prepared in his present condition. As such, the very idea of a final 
accomplishment that can lead no further is in a way nonsensical and perhaps a denial of man’s 
experience of living. In the perpetual urge to move forward, man, who is driven to solve problems, 
endure difficulties and repent wrongdoings can easily express the pain and suffering of his 
commonly shared condition, whereas the notion of paradise is perhaps more individually defined. 
Undoubtedly, the idea of starving, being at risk of disease or being tortured in a country at war 
would provoke a unanimous feeling of misery and sadness, and it would not be difficult to 
categorise this as a plausible Hell for most people. On the other hand, having a backstage pass to a 
Rolling Stones concert might not be a unanimous description of Heaven. It seems that everyone can 
understand and better express what pain and suffering is about, whereas eternal bliss is a little harder 
to grasp and agree upon.  
The contradictions residing in hope and fear, love and war etc. seem to be essential to the 
human mind and these inherent ambivalences in man, these internal contrasts and contradictions, 
suggest that we question what we know and that we focus on the negative aspects of life in order to 
understand and improve them. Surely, numerous other factors are at play here, for instance religion 
and myth that often teach man’s failure, banishment from Heaven, the curse of humanity, 
repentance or search for salvation. Mankind’s fascination for the morbid and thereby the dystopia is 
in all probability embodied within him and connected with the very experience of being human. 
Dystopia, as a tale of this real, speculates on the worst-case scenario, a scenario that may become the 
real of tomorrow, and which also promises each individual an inescapable fatal conclusion. 
So if literature has a function of edification, the expression of Hell appears to be the best way to 
go about it. As Atwood argues: ‘What drives our choices and our decisions is not cold, hard reason: 
it is the emotional predilections of the human being. We ought to pay attention to those because it is 
fear and desire that drive the world.’ (Case & McDonald 2003:2). As the negative points are fuel for 
humanity’s engine, we seem to need the fear and desire to make humanity move forward. Therefore, 
it seems possible to postulate that mankind is somewhat pessimistic by nature, but it is also this 
pessimistic theme that kindles the hopeful flame. What we chose to do with the information that in 
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literature mirrors our fears and desires is entirely up to the reader and, I suppose, fundamentally up 
to humanity as an active collective conscience. 
4.4.1 Critical Dystopia 
Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake can be categorised as a critical dystopia, because it voices a 
utopian stance and has an open and ambiguous ending that establishes a militant utopian glimpse of 
hope. To this utopian impulse the text is, in my reading, satirical, which qualifies it as a social satire. 
The text as a social satire is equally seen in both Brave New World and Gulliver’s Travels. Atwood 
shows that man can never be like the Crakers or the Houyhnhnms, because these have never fallen 
and thus can never be redeemed. Snowman, however, has fallen symbolically in the killing of Crake 
and can thus be redeemed if he repents and the ending of the novel shows several indications that 
this has happened.  
Furthermore, the generic hybrid emphasizes the openness and plurality of the novel, and it 
helps make a resistant claim to the hegemonic order of the dystopian depiction. Interestingly, all of 
the three novels are constructed as split-levelled dystopias. Perhaps this contrasting construction 
enables the reader to identify with one of the worlds/lands. Even in Nineteen Eighty-Four, there is the 
dichotomy between the old world, before the revolution and Winston’s present. However, it is 
surely not all dystopias that have this split-levelled construction, but perhaps there are grounds here 
for further exploration. 
Oryx and Crake, as an example of the critical dystopia, maintains the resistance to hegemonic 
ideology and negates the pessimism of earlier works, such as the prime example of Nineteen Eighty-
Four, but to a certain degree also Brave New World and the last two books of Gulliver’s Travels. In my 
reading, Oryx and Crake can be considered as voicing a sort of ‘positive pessimism’ that is perhaps 
subtle but nonetheless existing in the text. As a critical dystopia, the novel offers the possibility to 
perceive the world in a different light, where old patterns can be broken or re-evaluated and 
contrasted to the reader’s present, enabling critical ability and a potential for social change. 
4.4.2 Atwood’s Literary Achievement 
The multiple intertexts in Oryx and Crake testify to the depths of its literary achievement. The story is 
captivating and the inventiveness of words and concepts in the novel is equally engaging. The 
‘presence of the past’ in the form of the continuing dystopian dialogue uses the past as a source of 
inspiration and intellectual force, while combining it with the current social problems, in particular 
seen through the para-texts of non-fictional value.  
The novel remains an open text with many dystopian elements and a general hybridisation of 
genre and the critical dystopia seems to me to be an adequate label for the novel. Concerning the 
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future within dystopian fiction, Atwood’s social dreaming is to a large extent based on fact; she calls 
it ‘fact within fiction’ (Case & McDonald 2003:2). This mix between fact and fiction shows the 
urgency in the warning, where the ‘not-too-distant future’ becomes a ‘too close past’ and 
unfortunately a ‘too real present’. The recent ‘foot and mouth disease’ is for instance mirrored in the 
first of Snowman’s flashbacks related to a bonfire of dead cows. The environmental situation in the 
novel shows the world devastated by weather changes and global warming. The Internet 
information overload is also a point of social discontent as the novel’s inventions on this theme 
satirises voyeuristic obscenities concerned with violence, child prostitution and death. In my 
opinion, the novel is a playful registering of a culture’s current saturation with technological progress 
and environmental problems. It is certainly an interesting read and it has certainly sparked my critical 
ability and urge for social change. 
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5..   Soll iidii ff yiing  tthe  Skywallk    
As Oryx and Crake is interwoven with literary allusions and cultural references, the analytical 
investigation entails a new range of perspectives and constitutes a key to explore the novel’s 
potential for plurality and its engagement with the dystopian dialogue. The presence of the past 
allows bridging the gap in time, history and literature, as it encourages one possible interpretation of 
the novel.  
Oryx and Crake engages with the social dreaming of Brave New World and Gulliver’s Travels Book 
IV particularly in its social satire and cultural critique. All three novels essentially deal with human 
nature and convey a critique of the human condition. Swift’s satire on Man and Reason is echoed in 
Atwood’s mad scientist Crake and his humanoid enclave, the genetically engineered Crakers. 
Huxley’s criticism of technology and capitalism is reproduced in Atwood’s critique of corporate 
finance and biological engineering. Through an analysis of the generic form of dystopia and an 
investigation into characters, setting, social criticism and narratology, the textual analysis reveals the 
intertextual tissue in Oryx and Crake and clarifies the continuation of the dystopian dialogue in the 
novel. In short, many of the themes and social critiques that Swift and Huxley touch upon also form 
the foundation of the social dreaming that Atwood offers in Oryx and Crake.  
The effect of this continuous dystopian dialogue stresses the plurality and literary depth of the 
novel, while suggesting the generic form to which all three novels belong. The emphasis on the 
same themes and social dreaming suggests that these will be recurrent in the future of dystopian 
fiction as well. Human nature is often at the core of the literary dystopia and by dreaming up 
nightmarish visions of contemporary social problems extrapolated to their logical conclusions and 
beyond, the dystopian narrative will endure in the future, continuously mirroring readers’ realities. 
This should induce the reader into thinking about his or her own social context and hopefully kindle 
a critical flame. Through a use of non-fictional para-texts, Atwood stresses the urgency of her 
warning and seeks to engage in a social, political and environmental edification of her contemporary 
readers. 
As for the roadblocks encountered on the analytical highway, one of them relate to the 
limitation in the theoretical definition of intertextuality. However, the concept has merely inspired 
the analytical approach of this dissertation, and has been used to consider literary allusions and 
implicit and explicit references to several intertexts. Recommendations for more bridge building 
between brave new worlds are suggested in the further exploration of the passing references to 
other intertexts. But as this analytical impasse awaits its new hour and as my metaphorical bridge is 
nearing its end, suffice it to say in Snowman’s words: ‘Zero hour. Time to go.’ 
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6..   To  Crr oss  and  To  Retturr n  –  a  Resume  
Building Bridges between Brave New Worlds is a study of Margaret Atwood’s novel Oryx and Crake (2003) 
that investigates how this novel engages with the social dreaming of older dystopian novels and 
functions as a voice in the dystopian dialogue that is continued through time. Margaret Atwood’s 
novel Oryx and Crake portrays an extrapolation of contemporary societies, where the corporate 
technological race for human improvement is taken to its logical conclusion and where the world 
appears to be for sale. The prominent precursors of this dystopian narrative include Brave New World 
and Gulliver’s Travels. Their social dreaming and nightmarish vision of the human future form part of 
the intertextual tissue in Oryx and Crake, which functions as a continuous interlocutor in the dialogue 
with these older dystopian texts. The predominant question of this dissertation deals with how and 
to what effect Oryx and Crake engages with the social dreaming of the two older dystopian classics. 
On this basis, the dissertation seeks to discuss the effect of the dystopian dialogue and the new and 
interesting aspects this can add to a close reading of the novel. 
Essential theories within the research field of utopianism deal with the dystopian narrative and 
its utopian counterpart. Utopian Studies researchers, Tom Moylan and Raffaella Baccolini, has co-
edited an interesting collection of articles on the method of Utopian Studies and the use value of 
social dreaming. This collection entitled Utopia Method Vision – the Use Value of Social Dreaming 
together with Tom Moylan’s introductory book to the subgenre dystopia called Scraps of the Untainted 
Sky form the theoretical backbone of this dissertation. Determining the methodology and theory 
behind both utopian and dystopian narratives, this theoretical framework offers a valid introduction 
to the interdisciplinary field of utopianism. Moreover, methodological reflections draw in 
intertextuality as a textual analytical device, which is used here in a universal sense as a means of 
opening up the novel and demonstrating the literary debts and depths of the novel. 
The dissertation sets a metaphorical bridge as its overarching structure, which is constructed on 
the foundation of four analytical bridge piers that have been determined in accordance with the 
theoretical keywords: ‘critical dystopia’ and ‘estrangement’. From the etymology of these two 
concepts, the analysis makes four stopovers at these fundamental bearings: 1/‘dys’ connected with 
the dysfunctional main characters and their alienation; 2/‘topos’ linked up with the setting and 
literary theme; 3/ ‘critical’ voicing the social criticism in the novels and 4/ ‘estrangement’ concerned 
with the narratology. These four bridge piers constitute the foundation for the analytical bridge, and 
the analysis of Oryx and Crake concerning its dystopian dialogue with the two other novels has been 
focused by means of these different analytical access roads. 
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The first bridge pier is concerned with the main characters and their dysfunctional behaviour 
and discovers the element of symbolism in the three main characters’ names. This shows the 
characteristics of their personalities and conveys the essence of their alienated existence. Moreover, 
this part equally emphasises the characters’ alienation in the face of the dystopian society and shows 
their behavioural tendencies that can be defined on a continuum ranging from the retreatist through 
the complier and to the activist. This continuum is established according to the sociologist Halim 
Barakat, who makes some interesting reflections on this matter in his article: Alienation in the 
Encounter between Reality and Utopia. The analysis suggests that Gulliver in Gulliver’s Travels is a 
retreatist, Snowman in Oryx and Crake a complier and John the Savage in Brave New World an activist. 
The second bridge pier deals with ‘topos’ and thereby the setting and literary theme of the 
novel. In dystopian fiction, the setting is key concept in conveying the ‘elsewhere’, within which the 
novels often begin in medias res. This part of the analysis considers the textual constructs of the 
setting in terms of food and clothing that symbolically hint about the characters as well as the 
general dystopian society, thereby offering textual depth to the novel as well as signalling its cultural 
critique. In Oryx and Crake, the setting emphasises decay and decline and the question of food is 
essential in this survivalist and castaway narrative. Food is a way of expressing the social satire as 
dung-eating or biological enhanced food conveys a cultural critique of human nature and human 
improvement. Clothing has a double function in that it both illustrates the character’s mindset and 
physiological feelings and conveys a cultural critique. Finally, this part also investigates the literary 
theme of sex, love and procreation, which dystopian narratives have as part of the core of their 
social dreaming. 
The third bridge pier deals with the critical stance, especially voiced through the social satire 
and cultural critique. The discussion of human nature is the most central element of social satire in 
all three novels. Gulliver’s Travels is an enlightenment sort of dystopia, where the human faculty of 
reason and general aspects of human nature and societies are satirised and discussed. Brave New 
World deals with the issues of capitalism, mass-production and cloning and is a humoristic satire of 
this. Oryx and Crake takes up all of the latter, hence the intertextuality, and develops it even further 
by imagining a post-apocalyptic, post-human setting satirising ecological issues, media hysteria and 
biological engineering. Moreover, this part also demonstrates Oryx and Crake as a critical dystopia, 
since it engages in a dialogue with precursors, is a generic hybrid and has an ambiguous, open 
ending. These are elements common to the critical dystopia. Finally Oryx and Crake also articulates a 
utopian stance within the dystopian setting, particularly through the Crakers, a new humanoid 
species and a sort of ‘genetically modified noble savage’. 
The fourth and final bridge pier has to do with estrangement; a term developed within the 
theory on science fiction and concerned with the narrative order of novels. It deals especially with 
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the way aspects of setting, character and plot are presented to the reader. On the first page, the 
textual estrangement can be observed in the inventiveness of the novel. This brings forth a cognitive 
estrangement in the mind of the reader, who through the estrangement comprehends the different 
futuristic settings inherent to utopian/dystopian fiction. Language and memory are also key 
elements in dystopian narratives. They both function as part of the counter-narrative and as 
alternative elements of resistance towards the hegemonic society. As a self-reflexive element, Oryx 
and Crake returns in the last chapter to the same textual estrangement as in the opening chapter. This 
suggests a re-evaluation of the text on the part of the reader, which is an element not found in the 
other two novels. The two older novels can then be perceived as classic in form and in their 
endings, whereas Oryx and Crake voices the ‘positive pessimism’ of the critical dystopia.  
At the end of the analytical bridge, the result of these academic endeavours leads to the land of 
perspectives. Here the dissertation sums up the results of the four bridge piers and considers the 
background and criticism pertaining to Atwood’s novel. Moreover, a discussion of the choice of the 
two precursor texts is provided along with a suggestion for further analytical exploration of other 
intertexts, such as Nineteen Eighty-Four, The Handmaid’s Tale, Robinson Crusoe, Paradise Lost, Frankenstein 
etc. Furthermore, the dystopian dialogue and the method of intertextuality is another point of 
discussion, as it is established that the analytical method is not without problems, since the term is ill 
defined and not extensively agreed upon. However, the universal sense of the term, which inspired 
this dissertation, still offers an interesting analytical key to explore the debts and depths of the novel. 
Finally the discussion takes up the idea that dystopias are better literary achievements than dystopias 
and reflects on man’s propensity for pessimism. The discussion then comes full circle as it 
emphasises Oryx and Crake as a critical dystopia and considers the literary achievement of this 
contemporary dystopian realisation. 
The dissertation concludes that Oryx and Crake engages with the social dreaming of Brave New 
World and Gulliver’s Travels (Book IV) in that the novel takes up many of the same themes and social 
problems as the two older novels. Moreover, all three novels function as social satires and especially 
the concept of human nature is the target for satire in the novels. Furthermore, the effect of this 
engagement establishes the novel as an answering or continuing voice of the dystopian dialogue. 
Through non-scientific para-texts and its engagement with its historical heritage, Oryx and Crake 
expresses and perhaps also represses voices from past and present. As such, the novel voices a 
general concern about the present state of the world, emphasising a radical transformation of human 
nature, biological engineering as well as environmental and social problems. 
 
Keywords: utopianism, dystopia, intertextuality, social satire, critical dystopia, estrangement. Oryx 
and Crake, Brave New World, Gulliver’s Travels Book IV. Houyhnhnms, Crakers and ‘soma’.  
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Abstract  
Through a critical social dreaming, the literary dystopia imagines a nightmarish vision of 
contemporary social and cultural problems, and it is such a literary dystopia that this dissertation 
examines. Margaret Atwood’s dystopian novel Oryx and Crake (2003) forms the basis for the 
analytical investigation, as the dissertation seeks to understand the literary legacies in Oryx and Crake. 
Critics have already identified the use of prominent precursors and this dissertation takes up two of 
them, namely the two dystopian classics: Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels Book IV: A Voyage To The 
Country Of The Houyhnhnms (1726) and Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932).  
The dissertation studies how Oryx and Crake engages with the social dreaming of Swift and 
Huxley and what effect this ‘dystopian dialogue’ has. With intertextuality as the binding link in this 
dialogue, the analysis explores the form and content of Oryx and Crake and its intertextuality with the 
two examples of the dystopian tradition. The academic field of utopianism provides the theoretical 
background, as two concepts ‘critical dystopia’ and ‘estrangement’ constitutes the etymological basis 
for the analytical choices. By establishing four analytical ‘bridge piers’ in the metaphorical bridge of 
the analysis, the dissertation clarifies the dialogue with these two novels of the past by investigating 
character, setting, social criticism and narratology. 
The dissertation concludes that Oryx and Crake engages with the social dreaming of Brave New 
World and Gulliver’s Travels (Book IV) as it takes up many of the same themes and social problems as 
the two older novels. The effect of this engagement establishes Oryx and Crake as an answering or 
continuing voice in the dystopian dialogue. Through non-scientific para-texts and its engagement 
with its historical heritage, Oryx and Crake expresses and perhaps also represses voices from past and 
present. As such, the novel articulates a general concern about the present state of the world, 
emphasising a radical transformation of human nature, biological engineering as well as 
environmental and social problems. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
